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Abstract 
This study of Vietnamese social mobility in Australia arose out of a concern to establish whether 
Vietnamese migrants have been significantly disadvantaged in making a new life in Australian society. It 
is not the first study to take up this theme. Much has already been written both in the academic literature, 
in Government reports, and in the press on various aspects of Vietnamese migration and settlement. This 
research conducted for the Office of Multicultural Affairs is however one of the first major studies to 
examine the settlement process of the Vietnamese-Australian population over the last 10-12 years, with 
particular reference to the issue of social mobility. 
Put very simply, the major objective of this study is to determine how well the Vietnamese have fared in 
securing employment, and the opportunity to re-construct their lives after the turmoils of war, disruption 
and refugee life. The concern is not primarily with the initial experiences of adjustment in Australia but 
with the longer term process of settlement. Looking at the situation 12 to 14 years after the first refugee 
arrival, the aim is to assess how much mobility has been achieved, what resources have been brought to 
bear in assisting the settlement process and what major obstacles may lie in its way. 
The specific research objectives of this study are as follows:- (1) To provide an account of the social 
mobility experience of Vietnamese-born immigrants in New South Wales and South Australia in the last 
15 years. (2) To identify obstacles to mobility for this target population. (3) To distinguish between short-
term adjustment difficulties and longer-term obstacles to social mobility for the target population. (4) To 
compare and contrast Vietnamese and ethnic-Chinese mobility chances. (5) To provide a series of case-
studies of social mobility and obstacles to mobility. Amongst the groups targetted in this way are factory 
workers, professionals, small business people, unemployed and ethnic Chinese. 
As a result of this research, the study addresses a number of policy issues relevant to Vietnamese 
refugees. These include English as a second language support programs, labour market and employment 
programs, recognition of overseas qualifications, and access to general educational programs. 
This working paper is available at Research Online: https://ro.uow.edu.au/cmsworkpapers/11 
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INTRODUCTION
This study of Vietnamese social mobility in Australia arose out of a concern to establish 
whether Vietnamese migrants have been significantly disadvantaged in making a new 
life in Australian society. It is not the first study to take up this theme. Much has 
already been written both in the academic literature, in Government reports, and in the 
press on various aspects of Vietnamese migration and settlement. This research 
conducted for the Office of Multicultural Affairs is however one of the first major 
studies to examine the settlement process of the Vietnamese-Australian population 
over the last 10-12 years, with particular reference to the issue of social mobility.
Put very simply, the major objective of this study is to determine how well the 
Vietnamese have fared in securing employment, and the opportunity to re-construct 
their lives after the turmoils of war, disruption and refugee life. The concern is not 
primarily with the initial experiences of adjustment in Australia but with the longer 
term process of settlement. Looking at the situation 12 to 14 years after the first refugee 
arrival, the aim is to assess how much mobility has been achieved, what resources 
have been brought to bear in assisting the settlement process and what major obstacles 
may lie in its way.
Specific Objectives
The specific research objectives of this study are as follows:-
(1) To provide an account of the social mobility experience of Vietnamese-born 
immigrants in New South Wales and South Australia in the last 15 years.
(2) To identify obstacles to mobility for this target population.
(3) To distinguish between short-term adjustment difficulties and longer-term 
obstacles to social mobility for the target population.
(4) To compare and contrast Vietnamese and ethnic-Chinese mobility chances.
(5) To provide a series of case-studies of social mobility and obstacles to mobility. 
Amongst the groups targetted in this way are factory workers, professionals, 
small business people, unemployed and ethnic Chinese.
As a result of this research, the study addresses a number of policy issues relevant to 
Vietnamese refugees. These include English as a second language support programs, 
labour market and employment programs, recognition of overseas qualifications, and 
access to general educational programs.
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PART 1 
CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW
There is considerable literature on Vietnamese and other Indo-Chinese refugees to 
Australia. In addition there are many references to the Vietnamese in more general 
studies of immigration and settlement. The following literature review is selective 
rather than comprehensive, focussing in the main on issues relating to the theme of 
social mobility.
Much of the focus of the literature on Vietnamese has been on the particular problems 
faced by refugees in the early years of settlement in Australia. (For a comprehensive 
bibliography on the early years see Wilson, 1986) Many of these studies were conducted 
during the late 1970s and early 1980s, that is, during the period when most Vietnamese 
refugees arrived in Australia. Several examples of this type of research may be cited. 
One of the first is the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Report on the 
Survey of Settlement Experiences of Indochinese Refugees, 1978-80, published under the 
title 'Please Listen to What I'm Not Saying'. This surveyed 388 Indo-Chinese located 
in migrant centres, and re-interviewed a proportion of the original sample settled in 
the community some 12-18 months later. The primary focus was on the settlement 
difficulties of a refugee group which had recently undergone extremely traumatic 
experiences, and without any pre-existing ethnic community supports in Australia. The 
survey found that Indo-Chinese refugees were at least coping with the task of finding 
employment. While reporting greater difficulties in the areas of English language 
communication, family settlement, and access to appropriate programs and services, 
problems of cultural adjustment loomed largest.
An important variable in the initial settlement process is whether new Vietnamese 
immigrants lived first in migrant centres or were settled with sponsors through the 
Community Refugee Settlement Scheme (CRSS). This issue is canvassed in Tran and 
Nelson (1982) in their study of Vietnamese in Darwin, and in later studies, e.g. Viviani 
1984. The major evaluation of CRSS was undertaken in Keys Young (1981).
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Another early study of more relevance to the problems of Vietnamese social mobility is 
the Keys Young profile of Indochinese refugees living in the Fairfield area of Western 
Sydney. This surveyed 226 household heads, selected from resident departure reports of 
3 neighbouring migrant centres. The survey was conducted in 1980, and 117 of the sample 
were Vietnamese. It was noted that the overwhelming majority (72%) of household 
heads were employed in unskilled process work, while very few (4%) were working in 
clerical and professional jobs. This reflected a process of downward social mobility, 
since of those who had previously been in the workforce in Vietnam, 10% had 
previously held professional occupations, and another 30% had worked in 
administrative, clerical and service occupations. Meanwhile unemployment rates were 
high at 26.7%.
The pattern of initial occupational concentration in unskilled manual work was further 
elaborated in a study conducted by Jolley and Associates, of 27 manufacturing companies 
in Melbourne. This found that 83% of Indochinese were located in the motor vehicle 
sector of the economy where they represented about 6-7% of the workforce. While 
males tended to be located in this sector, Jolley also found a significant concentration of 
female Indo-Chinese in the food and clothing sector.
Employment concentrations of this kind were linked to a range of factors including:-
(a) high demand for unskilled labour
(b) ethnic links whereby workers initially placed in factories by the 
Commonwealth Employment Service were subsequently joined by co-ethnics.
However it was also noted that few if any Indo-Chinese had become supervisors, and 
this lack of Indo-Chinese in positions of supervisorial authority effectively limited 
the scale of the Indo-Chinese workforce in particular enterprises. Jolley was 
nonetheless hopeful that the past pattern of short-run economic disadvantage for 
refugees - including concentration in low-skill jobs would improve in the longer run. 
Little or no evidence was presented, to support this optimism.
Many of the themes dealt with in the first three studies cited here are picked up and 
amplified in a study by Nancy Viviani (1984) which covers a wide range of social and 
cultural issues as well as economic and social mobility. Viviani reports a 1979 survey of 
70 heads of household in the Brisbane area. This reported an alarmingly high
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unemployment rate of 57%, related in part to poor labour market conditions in Brisbane 
at the time, and also to the distance between the migrant centre and factory workplace 
locations.
Viviani also reported that chances of achieving employment increased with length of 
residence. In addition, it appeared that the difficulties experienced by earlier arrivals 
in obtaining employment had led more recent arrivals to concentrate on learning English 
rather than moving straight into the search for employment.
The theme of downward social mobility between professional work in Vietnam and 
unskilled work in Australia also recurs. Viviani notes a de-skilling process whereby out 
of 10 refugees with professional or para-professional skills in Vietnam only 3 were 
currently employed at that level in Australia. Similarly none of 29 former clerical and 
commercial workers had regained that level. This was attributed to a combination of
(a) lack of English competence and (b) lack of recognition of overseas qualifications.
Viviani also postulated that the effect on former Vietnamese professionals faced with 
deskilling was not simply a 'loss of income' but also a 'loss of status'. The response to 
this, however, varied with some opting to gain acceptance of qualifications if necessary 
through renewed study, others choosing to take up a different high-status occupation, 
and others accepting lower status, looking to 'children who are expected to regain status 
for the family'. These propositions are backed by evidence from individual cases 
collected in Brisbane, but were not able to be explored more thoroughly. They remain to 
be tested on a larger sample.
Lewins and Ly (1985) studied a larger sample of Vietnamese refugees, but this was 
drawn from the somewhat atypical 'first wave', who arrived in 1975. This wave, 
according to the authors, appears to contain a higher proportion of middle class 
Vietnamese than subsequent groups. They followed the labour market experience of 125 
members of their sample who had held jobs in Vietnam. They report that while 54 
people had previously held white collar jobs in Vietnam, only 3 of these (5.8%) had 
been able to secure white collar status on arrival in Australia (see Figure 1). The 
majority were not in the workforce (55.6%).
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Figure 1 Previous Job to First Job - Lewins and Ly (1985)
Previous job in Vietnam First job in Australia
Not in Workforce
White Collar
Manual
54
71
3 (5.8%)
3 (4.2%)
21 (38.9%) 
57 (80.2%) 
30 (55.6%) 
11 (15.5%)
Many of them were unemployed while a significant minority (38.9%) were working in 
manual employment. Meanwhile the majority of those who had been manual workers 
in Vietnam (80.2%) continued to work in manual employment in their first job in 
Australia, with 4.2% of the sample moving to white collar employment, and 43.7% not 
in the workforce. These data are consistent with previous research indicating the 
difficulties facing Vietnamese seeking to enter the workforce for the first time. Like 
previous studies they also focus on English language difficulties as a major contributing 
obstacle to gaining employment.
After 8/9  years residence, however, Lewins and Ly note a limited but significant 
upward movement in occupational mobility. This is reflected in Figure 2, where the 
proportion of former white collar workers rehiring to white collar employment in their 
current Australian job rose to 27.8%. Women as well as men benefitted from this process. 
Nonetheless the data also show two more disturbing trends. The first of these is the 
larger number of those with white collar and manual work experience in Vietnam 
currently not in the workforce. The second is the lack of any significant upward 
mobility for those with a manual labour background.
Figure 2 Previous lob to Current lob - Lewins and Ly (1985)
Previous job in Vietnam Current job in Australia 
White Collar 54 15 (27.8%)
3 (4.2%)
Manual 71 13 (20.4%)
37 (52.1%)
Not in Workforce - 28(51.9%)
31 (43.7%)
One problem with this analysis is the use of the aggregate categories white collar and 
manual. Each of these contains significant internal variations and contrast been high 
status/high income and low status/low income workers. White collar includes both 
doctors and clerks, manual includes both tradespeople and labourers. The difficulties of 
using such generalised aggregations in social mobility analysis are prominent in the
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sociological literature (see for example Wright 1979, Holton and Martin 1987). These 
problems are addressed below in the preliminary analysis of our own survey material 
(see especially pp. 29-35).
Notwithstanding this problem, Lewins and Ly infer from their data that the former 
Vietnamese 'middle class’ have a better chance of achieving upward social mobility 
than former working class refugees. Since their first wave sample was 
disproportionately middle class in composition, they argue that the degree of upward 
mobility found may not be reproduced in later arrivals - such as Viviani's Brisbane 
sample.
Lewins and Ly offer in conclusion, a model of 'class processes of first Vietnamese 
incorporating occupational mobility'. This is outlined below in Figure 3. The picture is 
presented of initial downward mobility for most middle class Vietnamese, followed by 
a limited upward movement for both middle class and working class Vietnamese over 
time. This model does not deal with the situation of those who were too young to be in 
the workforce in Vietnam, nor does it trace what happens to those who leave the 
workforce.
Figure 3
Class processes of first Vietnamese incorporating occupational mobility
Pre-m igration [T rans ition  ! Current situation
First moment -  pre 1975 i Second m oment -  1 975 -81 Third m om en t—1982 -  
i i
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Another theme in the literature is the worsening of economic conditions in Australia in 
the early 1980s reflected in increasing unemployment and a decline in many of the 
manufacturing sectors where Vietnamese employment has been concentrated. This 
raised the pessimistic possibility that new arrivals of Vietnamese refugees containing 
fewer and fewer middle class or skilled people, would face an Australian labour market 
where opportunities for unskilled work were declining.
Birrell (1982) who surveyed Victorian labour markets at that time, saw the 
Vietnamese as a group more or less condemned to unskilled manual work. Given 
worsening economic conditions, and the notable persistence of Vietnamese in seeking 
work, he expected they would compete with and take jobs from native-born 
Australians. This in turn he believed would lend to increased social hostility.
Gardner and associates (1983) look at some of these issues in their study of 52 recent 
Vietnamese households in Springvale and Richmond, Victoria. They confirm the 
picture of initial downward social mobility for those with previous skills and 
education, and very limited upward mobility, even after 3-4 years residence. Most 
worked in manufacturing, reproducing the findings of the study by Jolley et.al. (1980). 
Their sample was however primarily ethnic Chinese (66%) unlike most previous 
surveys.
Another Victorian study of Indo-Chinese refugees conducted by the Victorian Ethnic 
Affairs Commission included a sample of 52 Vietnamese out of the sample total of 186 
(VEAC, 1985). This indicated a considerable downward mobility experience for the 
sample as a whole, although data was not collected on work histories and the study 
did not therefore control for changes over time.
Coughlan (1989) has analysed 1986 census data to produce a demographic and economic 
profile of Indo-Chinese immigrants in Australia, including Vietnamese. He argues that 
the Vietnamese have strikingly low levels of educational credentials, and poor English 
language competence. This effectively traps them in unskilled or semi-skilled 
employment or unemployment, except for younger people able to obtain educational 
qualifications in Australia. Coughlan presents a very pessimistic assessment of the 
upward social mobility chances of adult Vietnamese migrants. This analysis is 
however based on cross-sectional census data at one point in time rather than work
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA 1975-1990 15
histories of individuals over time. It is expressly intended as a preliminary analysis 
and as such does not deal with the dynamics of Vietnamese social mobility over time. 
Further research is therefore being undertaken by Coughlan and his associates to follow 
up these issues. Coughlan (1989) also contains a number of interesting but 
unsubstantiated propositions on aspects of Vietnamese social mobility. These include 
the hypothesis that Vietnamese status-consciousness about work often inhibits those 
who had good jobs in Vietnam from taking more menial work in Australia. Further 
empirical exploration of this hypothesis is required before it can be regarded as proven.
A more recent study by Iain Campbell, Ruth Fincher and Michael Webber, includes 
Vietnamese amongst a study of immigrants who find their first job in Australia in 
manufacturing industry (Campbell et.al. 1989). Their total sample of 272 included 75 
Vietnamese-born alongside 100 Greek-born and 97 Yugoslav-born individuals. This 
study found that Vietnamese bom were disproportionately represented in the plant and 
machinery operations and labourers group in their first job, compared with the other 
two groups. Campbell and his associates argue that ’Vietnamese appear just as 
concentrated in manufacturing for their first job in Australia as preceding groups' [i.e. 
Greeks and Yugoslavs who arrived in the 1950s and 1960s]. This applies 'in spite of the 
decline in the proportion of manufacturing jobs within the economy as a whole' 
(Campbell et.al., 1989, p. 9).
Looking at change over time, around half the Campbell sample still have jobs in the 
machine and plant operator and labourer group, while others either moved out of the 
workforce or moved upward into trades or self-employment - a possibility not seriously 
considered by Coughlan. Amongst the few who had moved into professional, para- 
professional and sales work, half had arrived as children or young adults and enjoyed 
some access to Australian education facilities, a pathway more in accord with 
Coughlan's analysis. This study is one of the first to distinguish between Vietnamese 
with previous work experience in Vietnam, and those whose first experience was in 
Australia.
The issue of employment within the ethnic community is raised by Viviani (1984). She 
points out the significant scale of informal trade among ethnic Vietnamese and even 
more among ethnic Chinese Vietnamese. The informal sector includes piecework
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involving sewing and knitting at home. She also points out that it is difficult to know 
just how extensive this unregulated and untaxed business is.
Another theme that emerges in the literature is the particular pattern of problems 
experienced by Vietnamese during the settlement process in general, and in gaining 
employment in particular.
Virtually all commentators emphasise the significance of refugee status, and the over­
riding pre-occupation with family reunion and consolidation. Cox (1986) maintains that 
many Vietnamese have experienced difficulties settling 'because of anxiety about 
relatives and the great expenditure of emotional energy in seeking to achieve a re­
union’ (p. 4) (see also DIEA 1982 and Viviani, 1984, 247). There is also a major literature 
on stress, anxiety and mental health issues among Vietnamese and Indo-Chinese 
refugees, including problems faced by young people and those without immediate 
family (see for example Krupinski and Burrows 1986).
Beyond this, the literature indicates a distinction between initial problems 
experienced on arrival, and problems that become more evident over the medium to 
long-term.
Vietnamese consistently report difficulties in learning English, both on arrival, and 
even after several years' settlement (DIEA 1982, Keys Young 1980). Cox (1986), 
however, points out that not enough detailed research has been done on the specific 
reasons for such difficulties. It is therefore difficult to devise appropriate responses.
While English language difficulties continue over time, their importance relative to 
other economic and social problems recedes. The Victorian Ethnic Affairs Commission 
survey of Indo-Chinese refugees in Victoria found that legal, educational and family 
reunion issues continued to be major areas of concern, while language and financial issues 
tended to diminish with length of residence (VEAC 1985). Overall however this survey 
found that 'English language proficiency, employment and housing were three primary 
issues which confronted adult Indo-Chinese virtually every day' (p. 65).
A final theme in the literature that requires attention is the problem of usage of 
Government services. Viviani (1984) makes the important point that for the
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Vietnamese 'the family is the welfare service’ rather than the Government (p. 239). 
Although Vietnamese do use a range of on-arrival and settlement services, they often 
look more to informal family and community networks both in relation to employment 
and social services. Viviani also draws attention to complexities in use of services not 
picked up by Keys Young (1980). Firstly patterns of service used have changed over 
time. Thus Vietnamese now have a community memory about where to go for which 
kind of service, something that did not exist for the first arrivals. Secondly, while 
some Vietnamese are diffident about using some services, they may rely on others 
within the community to be points of contact with officialdom.
Conclusion
This selective literature has not attempted to review all themes in the literature. It 
has focussed rather on issues relating to social mobility including access to employment, 
work histories, and obstacles to effective workforce participation. Some relatively 
clear lines of argument have emerged. These involve the widespread experience of 
downward social mobility and de-skilling, the initial concentration of Vietnamese in 
unskilled and semi-skilled work, and the salience of refugee status and English 
language difficulties to workforce participation. In addition a hypothesis of limited 
longer-term upward mobility has been advanced, but the evidence in favour of this is 
not conclusive. Beyond this, there is doubt about the exact pattern of Vietnamese 
employment and social mobility over the 10-15 year period since 1975. No large-scale 
sample survey has been carried out in recent years to address this issue, prior to the 
current study. In addition, there remains great uncertainty about the processes by which 
Vietnamese get employment and either remain within it, or move on. As yet we know 
little about the impact of Government programs and services on employment, and we 
also know very little about Vietnamese involvement with the informal economy.
The rationale for the current study is very much to fill this gap with detailed analysis 
of Vietnamese employment and social mobility in the past decade-and-a-half. This 
provides a basis for testing the extent of and limitations on upward mobility, the 
problems affecting successful labour force involvement, and the challenges that arise 
for public-policy-makers and those involved in human service delivery.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN
The research design of the project was organised in 2 parts:- Part 1, conducted in the 
first year of research involved a large sample survey of Vietnamese, designed to 
identify the major patterns of social mobility, and the major obstacles and difficulties 
standing in the way of upward mobility. Part 2, conducted in the second year of research 
involved a set of focussed case studies of particular sub-groups of Vietnamese, designed 
to shed further light on patterns and problems of social mobility.
General Outline of Research Design
(a) Part 1 - Comparative Large Sample Survey Focus
In Part 1 a sample survey of 628 adult Vietnamese was conducted, designed to be large 
enough to make judgements about typical patterns of mobility. This was composed, in 
turn, of 2 sub-samples, 403 persons in New South Wales and 225 people in South 
Australia.
Because the focus of the study was on intra-generational social mobility during the first 
10-15 years of settlement, it was also decided to sample adult Vietnamese who had 
been of working age for a minimum of at least 2 years, and preferably longer. This 
decision deliberately left school-leavers out of the analysis.
The decision to include Vietnamese in two states enabled comparisons to be made in 
patterns of mobility, and in the factors influencing mobility in two states with differing 
social structures and differing levels of Vietnamese settlement. The survey was 
designed to obtain a personal life history, including material on occupations held in 
Vietnam and Australia, educational and social background, details on family and 
cultural life, and attitudes to settlement in Australia. Particular attention was given to 
data which would:-
(a) indicate the extent of upward (or downward) social mobility in 
Australia as measured by occupation
and
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(b) relate patterns of mobility or immobility to a range of other economic, 
social cultural and political factors tending to encourage or hinder 
upward mobility.
The structure of the survey is discussed in more detail below - see also Appendix 1 for 
the interview schedule administered to respondents.
(b) Part 2 - Case-study Approach
In Part 2 of the research a set of specific case studies of particular groups of Vietnamese 
was assembled. These more qualitative studies endeavoured either to look in more 
depth at issues covered in general terms in Part 1, or to cover issues neglected or 
otherwise inadequately addressed in Part 1. Case studies included small sample 
questionnaires and small group interviews conducted with particular Vietnamese 
groups e.g. blue-collar workers, professionals, unemployed, ethnic Chinese. Whereas 
the data in part 1 is primarily statistical, the material in Part 2 is more qualitative, 
focussing on the experience, feelings and identity of Vietnamese.
Methodology of the Sample Survey
(a ) Design o f Interview Schedule
The interview schedule was designed to elicit information on the social mobility 
experience of Vietnamese-born people in Australia over time. The schedule itself was 
divided into 3 sections, as follows:-
A. Background in Vietnam
B. Initial Settlement in Australia (i.e. the first three years)
C. Current Situation
In section A details on sex, year and place of birth, workforce experience (before and 
after 1975), ethnic origin, religion and education were collected. In section B, dates of 
leaving Vietnam and arriving in Australia were collected, alongside data on initial 
workforce experience and problems of settlement. In section C, material on current 
workforce experience, accommodation, family structure, experience of racial 
discrimination, and attitudes to Australia and to the future were recorded. In each 
section information was collected on work experience with details of occupations held 
and periods of unemployment. In addition data was collected in sections B and C on 
income and means of acquiring jobs. Personal, demographic, family, educational and 
other relevant data was also collected in the interview.
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(b) Sampling Frame
There are a number of well-known problems in developing suitable sampling frames for 
research into ethnic minority programs. Previous studies by Viviani (1984) and Wilson 
(1986) in Australia, and by Starr and Roberts (1982) and Lin, Tazuma and Masuda (1979) 
in the U.S.A., have identified the following difficulties in using conventional random 
probability sampling of individuals and/or households:-
(a) difficulty in identifying individuals or households occupied by 
members of the target group from which a random sample may be 
drawn.
(b) high levels of internal migration and change of residence among new 
migrants, again hindering identification of a target population.
(c) difficulties in achieving the voluntary participation of refugees - many 
with experience of intrusive political harassment or torture - in an 
intensive social survey.
One way to minimise these problems is to adopt some form of aereal sampling within 
known areas of residential concentration by the target group. The studies of Vietnamese 
in Australia by Keys Young (1980) and Wilson (1986) both adopt this approach. Its 
usefulness in the present research was however limited because this study is more 
concerned with the social mobility of the overall Vietnamese population, rather than 
with a community study of Vietnamese living in particular circumscribed areas. Many 
Vietnamese live outside areas of high Vietnamese concentration, and some effort was 
necessary to include them within the sampling frame. In conformity with a number of 
other studies, therefore, it was decided to opt for a representative rather than random 
probability sample of the Vietnamese population. Because the primary focus was on 
social mobility, this sample was restricted to those of working age.
In both New South Wales and South Australia the samples were compiled from a 
combination of two sources:-
(a) individuals chosen randomly from the membership lists of religious, 
professional, and other community organisations.
(b) individuals who are house-bound or not members of organisations 
identified by means of personal recommendations using the snow-ball 
method of sample construction.
In both cases numerical targets were set for particular categories of respondents, e.g. 
Buddhists and Catholics, Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese, in rough
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proportion to their representation in the general population. In addition targets were 
set for particular occupational groups such as professionals and factory workers to 
ensure sufficient respondents from such groups to permit meaningful analysis.
In all cases, individuals were contacted through Vietnamese community networks, and 
interviewed by Vietnamese researchers. By this means the project was better able to 
overcome problems of identifying Vietnamese people, and better placed to achieve 
compliance and participation by respondents in the survey.
For this the use of a purposive rather than random probability sample has meant that 
the statistical analysis that follows concentrates on descriptive rather than 
parametric statistics.
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CHAPTER 3: VIETNAMESE SAMPLE 
CHARACTERISTICS
Sample Characteristics
As already indicated the two samples collected in part 1 of the study were selected in a 
purposive manner to secure representativeness in relation to certain key characteristics 
of the general Vietnamese population. The major demographic and social 
characteristics of the samples have however been compared with those of the 
Vietnamese population in Australia, as determined by the 1986 census and other 
surveys conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.
Sex
The sex balance of the sample was 358 male (57%) and 270 female (43%). The sex 
balance of the sub-samples from New South Wales and South Australia differed only 
very marginally from this aggregate. This sex balance accurately reflects the sex 
balance of the Vietnamese population in Australia.
Age
The age structure of the sample was deliberately skewed to those of working age. This 
was done to focus on the issue of social mobility over time for Vietnamese people. In 
other words the sample was intended to focus on those with some experience of the 
labour market. Within this context, the respondents sampled were all aged 20 or over, 
as indicated in Table 1.
Table 1 Age Structure of Sample
(% shares of sample age 20 or over within particular age categories)
N.S.W. S.A.
55+ 3.9 5.0
50-54 1.8 2.8
45-49 7.8 5.0
40-44 10.6 14.7
35-39 20.3 22.4
30-34 27.5 29.4
25-29 22.0 17.4
20-24 8.5 3.2
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The salient features of this table are as follows:-
(a) The sample does not include Vietnamese youth in the age group 16-19, and 
under-represents those in the age group 20-24. As such it does not deal with the 
specific issues faced by young Vietnamese in relation to employment and 
education.
(b) The predominant age structure of the population is concentrated in the 25-44 age 
group.
(c) With the exception of the younger age groups, the overall age distribution 
broadly reflects that of the Vietnamese-born working population as recorded in 
the 1986 census - allowing for the aging of the sample between 1986 and 1989.
The concentration of the Vietnamese workforce in the 25-44 age group has considerable 
implications for the analysis of occupational mobility. Movement into higher status, 
higher income occupations typically occurs over time. Considerable educational 
credentials and/or workforce experience are required. This time-consuming investment 
of energy means that tangible career advance is often only becoming apparent in the 
mid-thirties or forties. However, once achieved such advances are usually continued, 
especially for men, throughout their working life and certainly into the fifties. The 
younger Vietnamese refugee age-profile effectively excludes these older groups. This 
will deflate the proportion of the Vietnamese-born population in higher-status 
employment, compared with Australian-born population, by virtue of the younger age 
structure of the refugee population. It is important to bear these demographic 
characteristics in mind when assessing the nature of the Vietnamese-born occupational 
distribution.
One consequence of the skewing of the sample by age is its inability to deal with young 
Vietnamese about to enter or having just entered the workforce. On the other hand, the 
skewing to the older groups does permit analysis of those aged 20 or over with 
significant workforce experience. In particular it permits the tracing of the mobility 
experience of two key groups
(a) those with workforce experience in Vietnam prior to arrival in Australia with 
subsequent workforce participation in Australia.
(b) those who arrived in Australia without workforce experience in Vietnam, but 
who now have significant workforce experience in Australia. This group is 
composed of two sub-groups:-
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(i ) those of the workforce age in Vietnam, but who did not work for income 
there (e.g. housewife)
(ii) those who, by virtue of youth or student status, had no workforce 
experience in Vietnam.
Refugee Status
A further feature of the analysis is that the sample is primarily composed of 
Vietnamese who see themselves as refugees (88.5%) with a small minority having left 
under orderly departure arrangements (9.7%), together with a handful of Colombo Plan 
students who found themselves in Australia at the height of the war (0.6%).
If the predominantly refugee status of the sample is linked to the age distribution, it is 
noteworthy that the majority of the sample experienced the height of the Vietnam 
war (1965-1975) at a relatively youthful and formative stage of their lives as children 
or young adults. If 1975, the year of the fall of Saigon is taken as a benchmark, then at 
least 72.2% of the sample were then aged 25 or less. This group had spent the previous 
ten years of their life under wartime conditions.
Table 2 Age of Sample at the Fall of Saigon
senior sec. sch. years 
univ. & tertiary level
0-10 41 6.4%
11-15 115 18.3%
16-18 108 17.3%
19-25 190 30.2%
26 and over 153 24.5%
not available 21 3.3%
628
Length of Residence
The overwhelming majority of the sample arrived in Australia prior to 1985, and have 
therefore been resident for at least 5 years at the time of the survey. The specific 
distribution of arrival dates is outlined in Table 3.
Table 3 Date of Arrival in Australia
1975-79 119 19.4%
1980-84 352 57.5%
1985-89 141 23.0%
N.B. These data exclude 4 Colorado plan students who arrived in Australia prior to 
1975.
3This indicates that over /4  of the sample arrived between 1975 and 1984, the majority 
of whom came in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This pattern is consistent with the
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overwhelmingly refugee composition of the sample. The length of residence 
characteristics of the sample enable it to be used as a means of analysing medium to 
long-run patterns of mobility.
Regional Origins in Vietnam
Like most previous studies in Australia, the sample was composed primarily of 
Vietnamese from the South. The breakdown in this respect is indicated in Table 4.
Table 4 Regional Birthplace of Respondents
North 8.8%
South 63.5%
Central 11.5%
Other (unspecified) 7.2%
Outside Vietnam 1.8%
No Answer 7.3%
These show two thirds of the sample came from the South, in addition to which 
another 11.5% came from the Central area. Of those from the South most were bom in 
cities.
Occupation
The major premise of this study is that social mobility can be measured in terms of 
occupational mobility. The assumption behind this is that occupations can be classified 
according to their status (or perceived desirability) and to their income.
Attempts were made to secure a sample representative of the main occupational areas 
in which Vietnamese work, including factory work, the professions, and clerical and 
service work. Significant numbers were obtained in each of these categories. However, 
one effect of stratifying the sample in this manner, to achieve sufficiently large cell 
sizes for particular groups, was to skew the overall characteristics of the sample to 
over-represent those occupations (e.g. professional work) in which relatively few 
Vietnamese are represented within the general workforce.
It is difficult to determine exactly how far the sample is skewed. It is certainly
possible to compare the sample with the 1986 census, for which detailed occupational1data are available, but this was taken 2-2 /2  years earlier than our own sample. This 
time-gap is of particular significance because it represents an additional 2-2^ /  2 years 
residence in Australia for virtually all members of the sample. These extra years may
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be of considerable significance for processes of improved occupation mobility, especially 
as the sample is predominantly composed of younger people in their 20s, 30s and early 
40s who may be expected to be more mobile than those in their late 40s and 50s.
Another methodological problem with any workforce survey is the difficulty of 
identifying levels of hidden employment, in activities such as outwork, sweated 
labour, and various forms of cash economy. It is however extremely difficult to get 
reliable information on hidden employment, since those involved may be reluctant to 
divulge information on it. This applies to all groups, not only the Vietnamese. Our 
survey may under-represent occupations of this kind, both in relation to main job, and in 
relation to second jobs. Only 10% of the sample reported a second job.
Nonetheless if we do make the comparison of our sample with the 1986 census data (as 
outlined in Table 5), there is clearly a significant skewing towards the higher-status 
better-paid occupations, thereby under-representing the lower status lower-paid. This 
under-representation of the lower status low paid jobs is of too significant a magnitude 
to be the product of 2 years' rapid upward movement.
Table 5 Occupational Structure of Vietnamese in the Workforce:
National New South Wales South Aust.
Occupational Group Census Census Survev Census
Survey
Managers 1.4 2.3 10.0 4.6 16.4
Professionals &
para-professionals 6.8 7.5 14.9 6.9 27.0
Tradespersons 12.5 13.7 10.0 19.0 6.9
Clerks 9.8 13.4 21.4 3.9 5.7
Personal Service and Sales
workers 3.6 5.0 6.2 6.5 8.8
Plant & Machine Operators 28.4 22.0 17.6 20.9 9.4
Labourers 37.4 36.0 19.7 38.2 25.8
The effect of increased length of residence on upward mobility chances is nonetheless 
important even over a short period. This is reflected in the fact that over 50% of the 
sample with workforce experience in Australia were employed as labourers in their 
initial employment while only 6.8% were employed as professionals and para- 
professionals. In this respect, the sample does represent significant numbers of 
Vietnamese with experience of employment in lower-status, lower-paid work.
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In addition the sample, skewed though it is, nonetheless picks up certain contrasts in 
the occupational distribution between Vietnamese in New South Wales and South 
Australia. The foremost of these is the far larger number of clerks among Vietnamese in 
New South Wales (13.7%) as against South Australia (3.9%), as measured by the 1986 
census.
This skewing of the sample towards higher-status occupations means that the sample 
needs to be approached carefully when making judgements about the Vietnamese 
workforce as a whole. On the other hand, the sample is extremely useful as a data-base 
from which analyses can be conducted on the mobility experience of specific 
occupational groups. This is of particular significance in establishing how well or how 
badly Vietnamese in particular occupations such as labourers or professionals have 
fared within the Australian labour-market. It also enables the tracing of occupational 
histories, including occupation in Vietnam, first occupation in Australia, and current 
occupation. In addition, part 2 of the study dealing with in-depth studies of particular 
occupational groups was designed partly to target groups such as factory workers, under­
represented in part 1.
Income
The income distribution of the sample supports the assumption that the different 
categories of occupations can be ranked according to varying levels of income. If we 
group the sample into 4 major categories, namely (1) managers (including owner- 
managers); (2) professionals and para-professionals; (3) clerical and sales, and (4) 
manual workers, the mean and medium income of each category can be computed. Table 
6, indicates that occupational attainment of the position of manager or professional 
represents a significant upward movement in relation to clerical sales and manual 
employment, measured in terms of income.
Table 6 Weekly Income by Major Occupational Category by State
N.S.W. S.A.
mean income median income mean income median
inc.
Managers $864 $769 $548 $400
Professionals $555 $500 $427 $400
Clerical and sales $392 $380 $344 $340
Manual $452 $400 $377 $317
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Unemployment
While the sample was skewed towards high-status occupations, it nonetheless 
accurately reflected the level of unemployment among the Vietnamese-born. The 
sample contained 15.4% unemployed, compared with an ABS figure of 16.3% for 1989 
(ABS 1989).
The skewing of the age-structure of the sample to those aged 25+ meant that young 
Vietnamese unemployed younger than 20 are not represented, and those aged 20-24 are 
under-represented. It should however be noted that the overwhelming majority of 
Vietnamese registered with the Commonwealth Employment Service are aged 20 or 
over. In the case of South Australia for example, 89.7% of Vietnamese-born registrants 
were aged 20 or more, and the overwhelming majority of these were aged 25 or more. 
(Information supplied by the Department of Employment, Education and Training.) The 
skewing of the sample by age, does not therefore affect its usefulness as a means of 
analysing unemployment among school-leavers, who have in any case been excluded 
from the study.
Education
The skewing of the sample to higher-status occupations was further reflected in the 
educational characteristics of the sample. Most importantly 41.4% of the sample 
reported experience of tertiary education (i.e. education beyond year 12). This tertiary 
participation rate varied from 39.6% in New South Wales to 43.9% in South Australia.
It is difficult to obtain exactly comparable data on the educational background of the 
Vietnamese population, with which to match these characteristics. The 1986 census 
data for example provides data on levels of tertiary qualification achieved, rather 
than tertiary participation. These census data report markedly lower rates of formal 
education from those in our sample with only 24.3% of the Vietnamese-born population 
aged 19+ having completed tertiary education in New South Wales, and 22.8% in South 
Australia.
Part of the discrepancy can be attributed to the difference between measures of 
participation (including those who did not, or have not completed) and measures of 
tertiary com pletion. It should be noted for example that a significant number of
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respondents either had their tertiary studies disrupted in Vietnam, or had still to 
finish tertiary education in Australia.
Another reason for the discrepancy is the high levels of failure conventionally 
recorded within the Vietnamese education system.
For all these reasons it is unclear exactly how far the sample is skewed to those with 
higher levels of formal education. Definitive material on this question simply does not 
exist.
Notwithstanding this problem, our sample contains many respondents with primary 
only, or incomplete secondary education. It is therefore possible to follow the mobility 
pathways of those respondents controlling for formal educational experience.
Ethnicity
The ethnic composition of the sample comprised 83.3% Vietnamese and 16.7% ethnic 
Chinese. The ethnic Chinese component varied between 13.6% for New South Wales 
and 21.9% for South Australia. As such the sample significantly under-represented the 
ethnic Chinese component of the Vietnamese-Australian population, estimated by 
Hugo (1989) to be around 30%.
Another important characteristic of the sample is the somewhat different occupational 
profiles of Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese respondents. These are outlined in Table 7.
Table 7 Current Occupation by Ethnicity
Vietnamese Ethnic Chinese
Managers 6.9% 13.5%
Professionals & para-professionals 15.1% 6.7%
Clerical, sales & personal service 15.7% 20.2%
Manual workers 31.4% 36.5%
Other 29.9% 23.1%
Here we see a greater concentration of Vietnamese in the professions, and a greater 
concentration of ethnic Chinese among managers (usually small business), clerical and 
sales, and manual work. It may be inferred from these data that the under­
representation of ethnic Chinese within the sample will tend to under-represent small 
business, clerical and sales, and manual work within the overall sample.
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Condusion
The sample characteristics reviewed here outline the main features of the sample of 
628 Vietnamese interviewed in Part 1 of this study. The sample it must be emphasised 
is purposive rather than random . It is deliberately aimed at adult Vietnamese of 
working age. As such the sample is representative of the sex balance and reasonably 
typical of the age structure of the Vietnamese population.
The sample is also primarily composed of refugees who arrived in Australia in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, the majority of whom came from South or Central Vietnam.
The sample is clearly skewed to Vietnamese with higher-status, better-paid 
employment, and to those with higher than average education. However, the sample 
does contain a representative level of unemployed people.
Taken overall, this occupational skewing does not invalidate the use of the sample for 
analytical purposes. Although the sample is likely to over-estimate aggregate levels 
of upward social mobility, it can still be used for analysis in the following manner.
(1) Vietnamese with experience of low-paid and low-status employment can be 
disaggregated from the total, and given specific analytical attention. The sum 
total of people in this category is large enough for meaningful conclusions to be 
drawn.
(2) The large number of Vietnamese with experience of better-paid, higher status 
employment - whether in Vietnam and/or in Australia - can be used as a means 
of tracing patterns of and obstacles to upward mobility for those who have at 
some stage worked in higher status employment of this kind. In particular the 
large number of Vietnamese with higher status backgrounds in Vietnam is a 
very useful basis on which to analyse the chances of such people regaining this 
type of employment in Australia.
In addition the case-studies in Part 2 of this study have been explicitly designed to 
include a significant number of manual workers and unemployed to permit further 
analysis of those in lower-status positions in the workforce.
Finally the sample under-estimates ethnic Chinese. The number of ethnic Chinese 
involved is nonetheless sufficient to make reasonable judgements. In addition a special 
case-study of ethnic Chinese has been included in Part 2.
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CHAPTER 4: VIETNAMESE MIGRANTS AND OCCUPATIONAL MOBILITY
The Vietnamese have often been singled out as a migrant group particularly vulnerable 
to labour market disadvantage. Previous studies have pointed to high levels of 
unemployment, concentration in low-paid unskilled jobs, and low rates of home 
ownership, as indicators of economic disadvantage. At the same time some emphasis 
has been given to the achievement of significant levels of upward mobility over the 
longer term at least for some Vietnamese.
In this chapter we report the major findings of this study relating to occupational 
mobility. Occupational mobility is taken here as the major indicator of social mobility.
Preliminary Considerations
(a) Characteristics of Vietnamese Migrants
In assessing the extent of social mobility achieved by the Vietnamese population in 
Australia, three major socio-demographic characteristics of that population should be 
borne in mind.
In the first place, the Vietnamese in Australia are primarily refugees whose lives, 
education and workforce participation have been interrupted by protracted warfare, 
death of family members and friends, and traumas of escape either by boat or through 
refugee camp. These are not features of normal economic migration processes. The socio­
economic analysis of Vietnamese mobility should not be conducted in isolation from the 
refugee context.
Secondly, the population is skewed to the younger age groups. Vietnamese migrants as a 
whole are younger than the Australian population as a whole. In addition Vietnamese 
of working age at the time of the 1986 census were disproportionately concentrated in 
the 20-39 years age group. This characteristic has several important consequences for 
the study of social mobility. Firstly, those in younger age-groups may have only 
recently entered the workforce and may therefore be less likely to have achieved
32 VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990
promotion or professional recognition. Second, as Hugo (1989) points out, those in 'the 
early family formation and workforce entry stages of the life cycle...are especially 
vulnerable to economic difficulties', including unemployment and economic insecurity 
due to lack of occupational standing and seniority.
A third major consequence of the youthful age structure of the Vietnamese workforce in 
Australia, is that many of its members have no prior experience of workforce 
participation in Vietnam. The Vietnamese in the Australian workforce are therefore 
composed of two distinct groups:-
(a) those with workforce experience in Vietnam prior to entering Australia
(b) those who migrated as children, adolescents, students or young adults at home - 
each without previous workforce experience. This group entered the workforce 
for the first time in Australia, in some cases after some period within the 
Australian education system.
These characteristics of the Vietnamese population have important implications for 
the evaluation of social mobility.
The relatively youthful age structure of the Vietnamese-Australian workforce must be 
borne in mind as a variable affecting the extent of upward mobility. The effect of this 
variable must be assessed in any analysis of the scale of mobility, since younger adults 
typically have achieved less upward mobility into the ranks of managers, 
administrators or professionals, than their older counterparts.
The heterogeneous character of the Vietnamese intake with respect to prior workforce 
experience, must also be considered in tracing patterns of individual mobility over time. 
The achievement of upward mobility in Australia for those with previous workforce 
experience in Vietnam may involve quite different processes (e.g. recognition of 
overseas qualifications) than is the case for those who migrated as adolescents with 
some period of education in Australia. For the former group the main question becomes 
'Has it been possible to retain or advance beyond the level of occupational achievement 
previously held in Vietnam?' For the latter group a different question is posed, namely 
'Do Vietnamese whose labour market experience is limited exclusively to Australia 
have adequate chances of upward occupational mobility?'
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(b) Methodology of Social Mobility Analysis
Most of the major questions affecting the social mobility of any population over time 
require data on individuals' life-histories and work histories. Much previous work on 
migrants in general and Vietnamese migrants has relied on aggregate cross-sectional 
measures of economic and occupational mobility or disadvantage drawn from the Census 
and other ABS data. Aggregate cross-sectional data does not however allow us to plot 
individual work-histories over time, even when a series of cross-sectional measures are 
arranged in sequence over time.
Cross-sectional measures are especially misleading where the members of a population 
are changing significantly over time as new members enter and existing members leave. 
The difficulties attending this methodology are particularly acute both for migrant 
groups experiencing fresh influxes of new migrants over time, and for groups of 
individuals whose participation in the labour force varies over time between 
employed, unemployed and non-employed status.
Previous commentaries on Vietnamese social mobility in Australia have either relied 
on aggregate cross-sectional data, or on longitudinal data based on the life-history of 
very small samples of Vietnamese often with indeterminate or confusing results. The 
present study is one of the first to utilise a large-scale sample of evidence based on the 
life-histories of individuals. Even here however a truly longitudinal approach based 
on the collection of data at different points of time has been beyond the scope of the 
project.
Another unresolved issue in social mobility analysis is the problem of translating 
occupation into a measure of achievement or disadvantage, high or low status. The 
approach in this study has been to work primarily with a simple and accessible 
hierarchy of occupations based on the major occupational census categories, e.g. 
managers and administrators, professionals and para-professionals, tradespeople and 
so forth. In the analyses which follow this set of categories has on most occasions been 
further simplified into 3 broad groups, namely:-
managers, administrators, professionals and para-professionals 
clerical, sales and personal service
tradespersons, plant and machinery operators and labourers.
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The further assumption has been made that movement from the second and third of 
these categories into the first constitutes upward social mobility. Movement in the 
opposite direction constitutes downward social mobility, as does becoming unemployed. 
This assumption seems reasonable in terms of the higher incomes (see above p. 23) and 
higher status of managerial, administrative and professional employment.
There are however some very serious problems in using occupational data grouped in 
this way as completely adequate indication of occupational status. The foremost of 
these concerns the heterogeneity of the three groupings with respect to skill levels, 
income and status. Trade positions for example, may be of a higher status than 
unskilled white collar positions. Similarly the smallest self-employed or small 
business proprietors may earn less and occupy more precarious positions than many of 
those engaged in waged or salaried employment.
In order to address this problem of heterogeneity, the occupational characteristics of 
the sample were checked according to an alternative occupational grading scheme 
developed by the English sociologist John Goldthorpe. This scheme is designed to 
measure both the authority (or lack of authority) involved in particular occupations 
within the workforce, and the market power of occupations in terms of income and job 
security (Goldthorpe 1980). Three main classes are postulated as follows:-
(a) An authority class, composed of professionals, administrators, managers and 
owners of large businesses and high grade technicians.
(b) An intermediary class, composed of small business and self-employed artisan, 
lower grade technicians and supervisors.
(c) A working class, composed of manual workers, both skilled and unskilled, 
including those working in manufacturing, transport and services.
In the analysis which follows this alternative Goldthorpe schema is used as an 
alternative check on the adequacy of the census occupational classification scheme.
The Occupational Position of Vietnamese in Australia
Our sample of 628 Vietnamese is, as already indicated, skewed towards higher income 
and higher status occupations. Taking current job as a measure of occupational standing 
nearly one-quarter of the sample is currently employed in managerial, administrative, 
professional and para-professional employment. However as demonstrated in Table 8,
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA 1975-1990 35
this method of classifying the sample slightly over-estimates the proportion of high- 
status occupations, and under-estimates the proportion of low-status occupations, if we 
check it against Goldthorpe’s alternative class schema.
Table 8 Current Occupation of Vietnamese Sample by Census Classification and by 
Goldthorpe Class
Census Categories
1 Managerial, professional, 
administrative 22.7% 1
2 Clerical, sales & personal 16.3% 2 
service
3 Trades, plant & machinery 32.3% 3 
operators & labourers
4 Other (i.e. outside workforce)27.6% 4 
27.6%
Not classified 1.2%
This contrast is explained by two particular forms of re-classification:-
(a) the re-classification of small businesses and self-employed Vietnamese from 
the administrator, manager, professional group in the census schema, to the 
intermediary class in the Goldthorpe schema.
(b) the re-classification of lower grade 'white collar workers' in the service and 
sales sector into the working-class.
Put another way, these data indicate that sole reliance upon the census data leads to an 
over-estimation of the occupational standing of Vietnamese, largely because 
Vietnamese are located in large measure in the lower segments of each of the three 
census occupation-based groups.
Having said this, the extent of the over-estimation involved is not so overwhelming, as 
to rule out the census-based classification as a basis from which to judge occupational 
mobility. In fact only around 50 members of the sample out of a total of 628 - or 8% - are 
re-classified, if we use this alternative classification schema. This census 
classification therefore remains useful as a comparative yardstick against which 
Vietnamese occupational status may be assessed over time and in relation to other 
groups. This measure will therefore be retained in what follows, with the important 
proviso that any significant distortions in the picture revealed by the alternative 
Goldthorpe schema presented will be identified.
Goldthorpe Class
Authority class 19.5%
Intermediate class 15.6%
Working class 37.3%
Other (i.e. outside workforce)
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We now turn to look at the occupational mobility of the total sample over time. Table 9 
compares the first job held by respondents with the current job.
Table 9 Cross-Sectional Occupational Mobility of Vietnamese Sample: Census 
Classification of Occupations
First Job Current job
Managers, administrators and professionals 5.4% 22.7%
Clerical, sales and personal service 12.0% 16.3%
Trades, process workers and labourers 46.0% 32.3%
Other, i.e. not in workforce 36.6% 27.6%
These cross-sectional data indicate that Vietnamese have experienced a significant 
degree of upward mobility over time, involving a 4 fold increase in those employed as 
managers, administrators, professionals and para-professionals. In addition, the 
number of those employed in manual labour decreased by around 30%, and the number of 
those outside the workforce decreased by around 20%. This evidence of upward 
mobility is confirmed using the alternative Goldthorpe schema of occupational 
grading, although this gives a lower rate of increase in Vietnamese participation in 
the higher-status group.
Set against this picture of significant advance is the fact that for the current job ? at 
least half the 'other' category, or 14.0% of the sample comprised unemployed. Only 4% 
of the sample were reported as students undergoing full-time education.
The findings outlined in Table 9 are however cross-sectional, dealing with the 
aggregate distribution of respondents over workforce categories at two different stages 
in time. As such they do not track specific individuals over time. In Table 10 we attempt 
to track the experience of particular individuals over time.
Table 10 Individual Occupational Mobility Over Time: Census Classification of 
Occupations
Total sample 
(N = 505)
Men Women
Moved upward 20.5% 21.5% 19.2%
Remained in similar position 42.4% 46.4% 36.5%
Moved downward 2.4% 1.3% 3.9%
Left workforce 11.5% 8.9% 15.3%
Joined workforce 21.2% 21.8% 20.7%
The measure of mobility used here involves movement between major groupings of 
occupations with managers, administrators, professionals and para-professionals
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ranked highest at 1, sales, clerical and personal service ranked 2 and trades, process 
workers and labourers ranked at 3.
On the basis of this rather crude estimate around one-fifth of the sample moved 
upward over the period of their workforce history in Australia. Another two-fifths 
remained in roughly similar positions. However women did somewhat worse than men 
in virtually every respect with lower rates of upward mobility, higher rates of 
downward mobility and higher rates of withdrawal from the workforce.
These crude estimates of upward social mobility are somewhat less impressive when 
re-classified according to the Goldthorpe schema. In this alternative approach overall 
upward mobility from classes 2 and 3 is calculated at 14.5% rather than 20.5% reducing 
the extent of mobility by around one-quarter of the figure arrived at by using the census 
occupational classification.
A key test of the extent and limitations on upward mobility presented in this data 
involves the subsequent fate of the 288 respondents initially employed as manual 
workers. In Table 11 we chart the current occupational status of this grouping.
Table 11 Occupational Mobility of those Initially Employed as Manual Workers
Now employed as managers, administrators, 
professionals and para-professionals 
Now employed as clerical, sales and 
personal service workers 
Still employed as manual workers 
No longer in workforce
These data indicate that over half still remain in manual work, while another 15% are 
no longer in the workforce. Upward social mobility is therefore very much a minority 
experience for this group. In addition the position of women is somewhat worse than 
that of men in the sense that less women have moved into the highest-status area, and 
a greater number are now no longer in the workforce.
The limited extent of upward mobility is confirmed in the alternative Goldthorpe 
schema. Out of 321 respondents virtually classified as 'working class' in the first job, 
only 12.5% had subsequently moved upward into the authority class, while 56.4%
Total sample Men Women
17.0% 20.5% 16.1%
13.2% 11.4% 16.1%
54.2% 55.7% 51.8%
15.6% 12.6% 20.5%
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remained in the working class. Once again the Goldthorpe classification deflates the 
extent of upward mobility reflected in the census scale, primarily by re-classified small 
business operators and the self-employed as intermediary class 2 rather than authority 
class 1.
The aggregate data analysed so far give certain general indications of Vietnamese 
occupational mobility over time. They do however combine together two rather 
different groups, namely those with workforce experience in Vietnam, and those who 
have entered the workforce in Australia for the first time. It is therefore unhelpful to 
calculate the overall mobility patterns experienced between occupation held in 
Vietnam and occupation held in Australia, because a large minority of the group 
entered the workforce for the first time in Australia. Whereas some Vietnamese have 
been trying to regain the type of employment they held previously in Vietnam, other, 
usually younger people, have been entering the labour market for the first time in 
Australia, generally after interrupted schooling in Vietnam.
For these reasons further analysis of the data requires a disaggregation of two 
somewhat different pathways into the workforce for the two sub-categories of 
Vietnamese.
(a) The Mobility Experience of Those With Workforce Experience in Vietnam
Problems of Identifying An Appropriate Base-line o f Occupational Data 
Out of the sample of 628 people, 405 (64.5%) reported workforce experience in Vietnam, 
at some point prior to leaving the country. Workforce experience in Vietnam was, 
however, significantly influenced by the war and especially by the fall of Saigon. 
Occupations held before and after the Communist assumption of power could vary 
considerably not only for former soldiers, most of whom entered prison camps but also for 
officials, professionals and business people either subject to political re-education or 
unable to carry on in their previous occupation.
Altogether our sample included 221 individuals employed in the workforce prior to 
1975, and 312 individuals in the workforce in the period between 1975 and their 
subsequent flight from Vietnam. The majority of those (75.1%) whose workforce 
experience predated 1975 continued in the workforce after 1975, though not necessarily
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in the same occupation. In Table 12 we outline the nature of the Vietnamese workforce
experience of our sample over time.
Table 12 Vietnamese Workforce Experience Over Time
Members of workforce including armed services prior to 1975 221
continued in workforce after 1975 166 (75.1%)
left workforce after 1975 55 (24.9%)
Members of workforce including armed services after 1975 338
those employed prior to 1975 166 (49.1%)
new entrants to workforce after 1975 172 (50.9%)
Total with workforce experience in Vietnam 393
This indicates that the sample workforce composition was significantly influenced by 
both the Communist victory of 1975 and by the influx of new entrants into the workforce 
after 1975. The latter influx is explained almost entirely by the entry of young people 
into the workforce, reflecting once again the youthful structure of our sample. Such 
complexities raise a difficult problem of what base-line to choose in assessing the 
previous Vietnamese occupation of Vietnamese-born refugees in Australia. If last 
occupation after 1975 is chosen this may distort the occupational pattern by masking 
the experience of those undergoing downward social mobility as a result of the 
Communist victory. If occupation prior to 1975 is chosen this excludes the large number 
of new workforce entrants after 1975.
One way of resolving this issue is to examine the extent of downward social mobility 
caused by the events of 1975. In Table 13, the experience of this group is charted.
Table 13 Impact of Communist Vietnam on Social Mobility of Sample
Upward occupational mobility 5 (2.3%)
No mobility upward or downward 100 (45.2%)
Downward Occupational mobility for
civilian workforce 22 (10.0%)
Downward movement for military 36 (16.3%)
Left workforce 55 (24.9%)
Inadequate information 3
221
(1.4%)
This indicates that a very substantial minority (47.5%) of those in the workforce either 
remained in roughly the same position or moved upward. Only 10% moved downward 
from the civilian workforce, but another 16.3% moved downward from the armed forces 
into prison and re-education camps. Around 25% left the workforce, including some 
former officials and professionals sent to camps or made unemployed, together with 
others who left the cities.
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Part of this complexity is simplified if we speak only of the civilian work force. In that 
particular case only just over 1 in 10 members of the pre-1975 workforce who remained 
employed after 1975 experienced downward mobility over this period. The limited 
scale of this downward movement in the civilian workforce, reduces the objection 
against 'occupation after 1975' as a base line for the analysis of subsequent occupational 
mobility in Australia. It is nonetheless the case that use of occupation after 1975 will 
tend to skew the sample towards lower status occupations, insofar as more high status 
individuals left the workforce than joined it.
Table 14 Occupational Distribution of Civilian Employment of our Sample in Vietnam 
Before and After 1975
Workforce Prior to 1975 Workforce after 1975
Managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 140 (75.7%) 181 (59.5%)
Clerical, sales and personal service 23 (12.4%) 54 (17.7%)
Manual workers 22 (11.9%) 69 (22.7%)
In Table 14 we outline the occupational distribution of the civilian workforce before and 
after 1975. This shows a significant decline in the proportion of higher status 
occupations, and a significant proportionate increase in the other occupational 
categories.
The question remains, is this changing pattern due primarily to a downward movement 
in social mobility, or to some other factor? Closer inspection of losses and gains in 
various occupational categories indicates that the decline in the proportion of higher 
status occupations is not due simply to a process of downward social mobility. Data in 
Table 15, indicate that the declining proportion of higher status occupations is due far 
more to the greater numbers entering clerical and sales or manual work compared with 
managerial, administrative, professional and para-professional employment.
Table 15 Losses and Gains in Major Occupational Categories of the Vietnamese 
Workforce Pre- and Post- 1975
Workforce loss % loss Original New %+ 
prior to after numbers entrants
1975 1975 remaining after 1975
Managerial, administrative 
professional &
para-professional 140 47 -33.6% 93 98 +105.46%
Clerical, sales and personal
service 23 6 -26.0% 17 37 +217.6%
Manual workers 22 2 -9.1% 20 47 +235.0%
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Put another way, while the higher status occupational groups gained more members 
than they lost, the remaining occupational groups gained members on an even larger 
scale.
In the analysis that follows, both post-1975 and pre-1975 workforce data will be used 
as measures of occupational status in Vietnam. The post-1975 data has the advantage 
of yielding a larger sample of 312 respondents, as against the 185 employed in the 
civilian workforce prior to 1975. Occupational status data for the pre-1975 period does 
however have the advantage of including a number of those who subsequently 
experienced downward mobility as a result of the Communist take-over. Any 
significant deviations between the Australian mobility experience of the pre-1975 and 
post-1975 workforce will also be noted.
As already indicated in Table 14 above, the occupational distribution of the post-1975 
Vietnamese workforce sample was:-
Managerial, administrative,
professional and para-professional 59.5%
Clerical, sales and personal service 17.7%
Manual workers 22.7%
This sample is quite unlike the stereotype of unskilled poorly educated Vietnamese 
refugees. It is however difficult to compare with other samples of Vietnamese migrants 
to Australia with respect to occupational background in Vietnam, since rather different 
classificatory schemes have been used. In our own sample we used the major 
occupational categories developed in the mid 1980s for use in the 1986 census. Previous 
samples collected by Lewins and Ly, Viviani and the Victorian Ethnic Affairs 
Commission are classified rather differently.
Lewins and Ly, using the aggregate categories white collar and manual, report a sample 
of 125 with Vietnamese workforce experience divided 43.2% white collar and 56.8% 
manual. This appears at first sight rather different from our own sample. However it is 
worth pointing out that our own classification, using 1986 census categories, classifies 
occupations such as self-employed owner-managers of farms or small businesses as 
managers, even though farming or manual trades may be involved. It is possible then
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that some of those Lewins and Ly would classify as manual, are classified in our study 
as managers.
Viviani classifies her sample of 65 with Vietnamese workforce experience by level of 
skill, and this in turn is sub-divided into 'professional and technical', 'clerical, 
commercial, and administrative' and 'skilled', 'semi-skilled' and 'manual' (the latter 
presumably referring to manual skills. On this basis 39/65 or 60% of her sample emerge 
as something approximating 'white collar', a proportion closer to our own distribution. 
Even so, 40% remain within the various manual skill levels compared with 22.7% in our 
sample. Although strict comparisons are made impossible by incommensurable 
classification devices, it nonetheless appears that our sample is somewhat skewed to 
the managerial, administrative, professional and para-professional categories. This 
skewing may be less pronounced however, when we remember that farmers and those 
running small businesses involving manual trades in Vietnam have been included in this 
category.
Even if our sample of those with workforce experience in Vietnam is unduly skewed to 
higher status occupations (as measured by Australian classifications) this does not 
undermine its usefulness as a data-base. In one sense, it renders it more useful in that we 
have a large sample of people in 'high status' occupations, whose experience in the 
Australian labour market can be traced. We are thereby tracking a rather larger high 
status group than was available to previous studies.
Previous Job in Vietnam and First Job in Australia
The first consideration in our analysis of occupation mobility was the initial labour 
market experience of Vietnamese with some previous labour force experience in 
Vietnam. (Soldiers have been excluded from this analysis due to the difficulty of 
classifying soldiers on active service in conventional occupational terms.) The existing 
research makes it quite clear that this process has involved a massive downward 
movement with considerable de-skilling. This is confirmed in our survey in Tables 16,17 
and 19.
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Table 16 Previous Occupation in Vietnam Compared with First Tob in Australia 
Occupational Category Occupation in Vietnam First Job in Australia
Managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 191 (59.5%) 26 (8.3%)
Clerical, sales and personal service 54 (17.7%) 28 (9.0%)
Tradespersons, plant and machinery
operators and labourers 67 (22.7%) 158 (50.6%)
Other
312
100
312
(32.1%)
Table 16 indicates a massive decline in the proportion occupying higher status white 
collar work, and a massive increase in those employed in manual labour. This aggregate 
picture indicates a sizeable process of downward mobility and de-skilling. This is 
reflected not only in downward shifts between major occupational categories, but also in 
downward shifts within categories. While most of those previously employed as 
professionals moved downwards, many to factory or labouring work, those few who 
remained in the higher status white collar group were mainly employed as para- 
professionals. Of those previously employed as tradespersons, most continued to work in 
a manual occupation, but this usually involved unskilled or semi-skilled work rather 
than skilled trades employment.
The aggregate data outlined in Table 16, can be broken down further to follow the 
experience of all individuals within particular categories. In Table 17, we follow the 
initial work force experience of those previously employed as managers, 
administrators, professionals or para-professionals in Vietnam.
Table 17 Initial Labour Market Experience in Australia For Those Previously Employed 
as Managers. Administrators. Professionals and Para-Professionals in Vietnam
Initial job in managerial, administrative 
professional and para-professional employment 
Initial job in clerical, sales and personal 
service
Initial job in trades, plant and machinery 
operation and labouring 
Other
These data indicate that only 1 in 8 Vietnamese from the higher status managerial and 
professional occupations was able to regain similar employment on arrival, compared 
with almost half those employed in various types of manual work. Similar patterns
Pre-1975 Post-1975
Vietnamese
Vietnamese
workforce Workforce
12.9% 12.2%
10.7% 11.1%
38.6% 46.7%
37.9% 30.0%
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are evident in the pre-1975 workforce. Meanwhile of those who had regained some 
kind of professional employment, the majority were employed in para-professional 
positions. Although our sample indicated that initial prospects for re-gaining higher 
status employment were greater in South Australia than New South Wales, this 
contrast may well be due to sample bias. The proportion of former Vietnamese 
managers, administrators and professionals working initially in manual work was 
roughly equal in each state. This indicates that the predominant process of de-skilling 
and downward mobility is similar in both locations.
Another important aspect of occupational mobility concerns the relative success of men 
and women in re-gaining similar types of employment to those held in Vietnam. Table 
18 outlines the initial labour market experience in Australia for men and women 
previously employed as managers, administrators, professionals and para- 
professionals in Vietnam.
Table 18 Initial Labour Market Experience of Men and Women Previously Employed in 
Vietnam in Managerial. Administrative. Professional and Para-Professional 
Employment
Pre- Post- Pre- Post-
1975 1975 1975 1975
Men Men Women
Women
Initial job in managerial, administrative,
professional and para-professional employment 13.7% 11.8% 12.5% 10.1%
Initial job in clerical, sales and personal
service 14.3% 10.2% 4.2% 5.1%
Initial job in trades, plant and machinery
operator and labourer 40.7% 39.8% 35.4% 53.2%
Other 31.9% 21.2% 48.8% 31.6%
This indicates that neither men nor women have much chance of regaining previous 
high status employment. However the position is worse for women than men, 
especially for those women employed in the post-1975 Vietnamese workforce.
One very striking feature of this table is the very high level of 'other' experience 
reported, especially for women. This relates partly to unemployment and partly, in the 
case of women to home duties, especially child-care. However beyond this there is the 
question of Vietnamese involvement in outwork or casual cash-based employment.
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From direct observation by the researchers it is clear that a significant number of 
Vietnamese are involved from time to time in the cash-economy. For women the 
primary involvement is in the clothing industry, notably in sewing which can be done at 
home. Outwork of this kind is organised by large entrepreneurs, often on an interstate 
basis, with materials being delivered to the homes of women and finished work being 
collected.
Other types of 'cash' activity include baby-sitting for women, and waiting for men, as 
well as casual shop assistant work.
Given the reluctance of many to talk about these activities, it is impossible to be clear 
about their scale.
In Table 19 we outline a provisional estimate of the initial mobility experience in 
Australia for all those previously employed in Vietnam after 1975. This table measures 
gross changes in mobility in terms of shifts between major occupational categories.
Table 19 Gross Measures of Initial Occupational Mobility Experience For Those 
Previously Employed in Vietnam (n = 303)
The numerous cases of downward mobility as measured here in column 1 involved one of 
the following processes:-
employment
(2) a shift from lower white collar to manual employment
(3) a shift from workforce participation to unemployment
These represent very gross measures of downward occupational mobility. They do not 
measure changes within categories, e.g. from skilled to unskilled manual work. They 
are also too generalised to pick up more subtle changes, e.g. from lower white collar to 
more skilled manual work.
Crude Adjusted 
estimate estimate
Upward occupational mobility 
Continuity in occupational location 
Downward occupational mobility 
Not Classified
2.3% 3.0%
22.4% 16.1%
45.9% 51.5%
29.4% 29.4%
(1) a shift from higher white collar to lower white collar or manual
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Adjustments have therefore been made to these data to take into account 'within 
category' changes - upward or downward - wherever the interview data is sufficiently 
clear-cut. For example, a shift from tradesperson to labourer would count as a downward 
shift within the manual worker category. On this basis (see column 2) the extent of 
downward mobility in initial employment exceeds 50%.
Previous Job in Vietnam and Current Job in Australia
We now compare the occupational situation of those who had worked in Vietnam with 
their current occupation in Australia. This allows an analysis of the degree of social 
mobility achieved over time. In particular it measures the extent to which initial 
problems of downward mobility have been overcome.
In Table 20, we outline the aggregate occupational mobility position over time. This 
indicates that the initial experience of downward mobility has only been partially 
overcome during the period of residence in Australia.
Table 20 Previous (post 1975) Tob in Vietnam Compared with Current Tob in Australia 
Occupational Category Previous Job in Vietnam Current Job in Australia
(n = 312) (n = 305)
Managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 191 (59.5%) 78 (25.6%)
Clerical, sales and Personal Service 54 (17.7%) 43 (14.1%)
Tradespersons, plant and machinery
operators and labourers 67 (22.7%) 91 (29.8%)
Other - 93 (30.5%)
This is confirmed in Table 21 where we compare first job and current job in Australia
Table 21 Comparison of First lob and Current Tob in Australia for those with Workforce 
Experience in Vietnam
Occupational Category First Job in Australia Current Job in Australia 
Managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 12.2% 25.6%
Clerical, sales and personal service 11.1% 14.1% 
Tradespersons, plant and machinery
operators and labourers 46.7% 29.8%
Other 30.0% 30.5%
These cross-sectional data of change over time indicate
(i) a doubling of the proportion of Vietnamese in higher and lower levels of white 
collar work.
(ii) a decrease of over one-third in the proportion of Vietnamese in manual work.
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These patterns of change are confirmed by the alternative Goldthorpe method of 
estimating occupational standing.
However, set against this evidence of improvement are the difficulties faced by those 
previously employed as managers, administrators, and professionals in Vietnam less 
than half of them have regained such employment in Australia. For this group there is 
a large and continuing element of downward social mobility between their job in 
Vietnam and current job in Australia even after an average of around 8-10 years' 
residence here.
This picture of limited upward mobility is confirmed when we move from examining 
aggregate cross-sectional data to data which follows the trajectory of particular 
individuals over time. In Table 22 we compare the current labour market experience in 
Australia for those previously employed as managers, administrators, professionals 
and para-professionals in Vietnam.
Table 22 Current Labour Market Experience for Those Previously Employed as 
Managers. Administrators. Professionals and Para-Professionals in Vietnam
Pre-1975 Post-1975
Vietnamese Vietnamese
Workforce Workforce
Current job in managerial, administrative ~
professional and para-professional employment 37.1% 37.3%
Current job in clerical, sales and personal
service 18.6% 13.0%
Current job in trades, plant and machinery
operation and labouring 13.6% 22.0%
Other 31.5% 27.7%
This indicates that only ^/3 of those employed in the higher income, higher status 
positions have managed to secure similar work in Australia. Nearly half of this group 
are either employed in manual labour or not currently in the workforce. The post-1975 
Vietnamese workforce sample has similar rates of upward movement to the pre-1975 
sample, but has larger numbers remaining in manual work. The situation also appears 
worse in New South Wales than South Australia, though this may be due to sample 
bias.
These data may be linked with those in Table 17 to look at the individual mobility 
experience between initial job and current job of those previously employed in a
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managerial, administrative, professional and para-professional capacity in Vietnam. 
Table 23 follows the trajectory of this group over time for the post-1975 sample. It 
indicates that much of the upward occupational mobility achieved has been secured 
only after an initial experience of lower status lower paid work.
Table 23 Occupational Mobility in Australia of those Previously Employed As 
Managers. Administrators. Professionals and Para-Professionals in Vietnam after 1975 
(n = 177)
Occupational Category Initial Experience Current Experience
Managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 12.2% 37.3%
Clerical, sales and personal service 11.1% 13.0%
Tradespersons, plant and machinery
operators and labourers 46.7% 22.0%
Other 30.0% 27.7%
This is reflected in a trebling of the proportion of those who have regained high-status 
employment of this kind, and a reduction by half in the number employed in manual 
work.
Having said this, it still remains the case that well over half those employed in high 
status white collar employment have not regained such positions in Australia. This 
finding is even more disturbing when it is realised that virtually all this sample are 
still of working age.
Another group, who may get forgotten in the focus on those with a background of 
managerial, administrative or professional employment in Vietnam, are the blue collar 
workers. Although they are only a small sub-sample of our general sample, it is 
important to consider their opportunities within the Australian labour market. In 
particular, it is important to analyse whether this group are able to take advantage of 
any opportunities that may exist in Australia for upward mobility. In Table 24 wc 
compare the first and current labour market experiences of this group in Australia.
Table 24 Occupational Mobility in Australia of Those Previously Employed as 
Tradespeople. Plant and Mach. Operators and Labourers in Vietnam after 1975 (n=73) 
Managerial, administrative, Initial ExperienceCurrent Experience
professional and para-professional
employment 2.5% 9.6%
Clerical, sales and personal service 5.0% 8.2%
Trades, plant and machinery
operator and labourer 63.0% 58.9%Other 29.6% 23.2%
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This indicates some very limited upward mobility in the sense of an increased 
proportion of those working in the general managerial, administrative, professional 
category. There is evidence of some 'upward' shift, in the form of manual workers 
moving into small business ownership, although this type of employment is notoriously 
precarious. At the same time the majority of this group remain in manual wage-labour. 
Too much reliance should not be placed on percentage changes here since the cell sizes 
are rather small.
However if we examine those within the broad manual labour occupations over time 
some limited mobility is evident with a shift away from the lowest-paid labouring 
positions to better-paid trades and machine operating. These developments for those 
without a background of formal educational credentials are connected in part with a 
Vietnamese search for job security, and the tendency to stay with a particular 
employer. We will consider these processes in more depth in Part 2 of the study.
Further insights into this pattern of limited occupational mobility can be obtained by 
comparing the relative experience of men and women. With respect to gender the data 
in Table 25 indicate that men are significantly more likely to have regained a similar 
type of job than women, and also that women in most categories are more likely to be 
unemployed. Vietnamese women have experienced particular difficulties in regaining 
levels of employment achieved in Vietnam, even when allowing for those who have 
chosen to leave the workforce for reasons of family formation. This applies both to the 
pre-1975 and post-1975 Vietnamese workforce.
Table 25 Current Labour Market Experience of Men and Women Previously Employed as 
Managers. Administrators. Professionals and Para-Professionals in Vietnam
Pre- Pre- Post- Post-
1975 1975 1975 1975
Men Women Men 
rVVomeo
(n=91) (n=49) (n=99) (n=82)
Current job in managerial, administrative, 
professional and para-professional employment 39.6% 30.6% 41.4% 30.4%
Current job in clerical, sales and personal 
service 18.7% 18.4% 11.2% 14.6%
Current job in trades, plant and machinery 
operator and labourer 14.3% 12.2% 23.2% 22.0%
Unemployed 9.9% 18.7% 19.2% 7.3%
Home Duties 1.1% 14.6% - 15.9%
Other 16.4% 5.2% 3.0% 9.8%
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State Men Women
N.S.W. 100 71.9
S.A. 100 62.5
N.S.W. 100 94.3
S.A. insufficient cases
for analysis
N.S.W. 100 97.1
S.A. 100 75.5
Women are also disadvantaged in comparison with men with respect to incomes. This 
disadvantage applies within major occupational categories, where male incomes are 
generally higher than female incomes. Table 26 provides an index of the ratio of 
median weekly incomes of men and women.
Table 26 Index of Current Median Weekly Incomes for Men and Women with Previous 
Workforce Experience in Vietnam (Male incomes = 100)
Currently employed as managers, administrators, 
professionals and para-professionals 
Currently employed as clerical, sales and personal 
service workers
Currently employed as tradespeople, plant and 
machine operators and labourer
These data clearly indicate a significant inequality in incomes between men and 
women, especially in the higher status managerial, administrative, professional and 
para-professional group.
Another dimension to the problem of limited mobility involves ethnicity. There are 
particularly striking contrasts between the labour market experience of Vietnamese and 
ethnic Chinese Vietnamese. In Table 27 we report the occupational distribution of 143 
Vietnamese and 33 ethnic Chinese from our sample with workforce experience in 
Vietnam in managerial, administrative and professional employment.
Table 27 Current Labour Market Experience of Vietnamese and Ethnic Chinese 
Previously Employed as Managers. Administrators. Professionals and Para- 
Professionals in Vietnam (Post-1975)
Vietnamese Ethnic Chinese 
(n=143) (n=33)
Current job in managerial, administrative,
professional and para-professional employment 38.4% 33.3%
Current job in clerical, sales and personal
service 14.0% 9.1%
Current job in trades, plant and machinery
operator and labourer 20.3% 27.2%
Other 27.3% 30.3%
These data indicate that ethnic Chinese are less likely to have regained higher status 
employment, and far more likely to be working in manual employment. In addition, the 
ethnic Chinese in the higher category are concentrated more in management usually
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involving small business and far less in professional employment. One reason for these 
differences is the lesser degree of education among the ethnic Chinese.
The overall experience of continuing mobility problems is reflected in Table 28 which 
classifies mobility shifts between major occupational categories. The data here 
indicate very little upward social mobility over time, but some capacity over time to 
re-gain similar types of employment to those occupied in Vietnam.
Table 28 Long-Term Occupational Mobility Experience Compared with Previous 
Employment in Vietnam (post-1975)
Crude Estimate Adjusted Estimate
Upward occupational mobility 4.4% 5.7%
Continuity in occupational location 40.9% 33.6%
Downward occupational mobility 41.3% 47.3%
Not Classified 13.3% 13.3%
Whereas only 16.1% of the sample were able to secure the same type of work as done in 
Vietnam in their initial employment, this proportion had doubled to 33.6% in current 
employment.
One way of assessing the extent and limits of upward mobility is to examine the 
relationship between formal educational experience and occupational status. In Table 
29 we compare the current occupation of those with some tertiary experience, i.e. with 
more than 12 years of education with those of less than 12 years.
Table 29 Impact of Length of Education in Terms of Current Occupational Status in 
Australia
13 years+ 0-12yrs formal
formal educ. education
(n = 142) (n = 170)
Managers, administrators 10 (7.0%) 20 (11.8%)
Professionals and para-professionals 45 (31.7%) 3 (1.8%)
Clerical, sales and personal service 36 (25.4%) 7 (4.1%)
Trades 5 (3.5%) 21 (12.4%)
Plant and machinery operators and labourers 18 (12.7%) 54 (31.8%)
Other 28 (19.7%) 65 (38.2%)
The data here indicate that experience of tertiary education does make a significant 
difference in achieving higher-status professional positions and in access to other kinds 
of white collar employment. Those without this level of education are far more likely 
to be located in skilled and unskilled manual work, though some chance of upward 
mobility is possible through managerial employment, most notably in small business.
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Having said this we note that less than half of those with tertiary education are 
currently working in occupations appropriate to the highly educated. This is a matter 
of serious concern.
There is a very disturbing general feature of the range of data reviewed above, namely 
the continuing long-term experience of downward social mobility for nearly half those 
Vietnamese with previous workforce experience in Vietnam. Over 47% of the sample 
have still not been able to secure the same type of work as they occupied in Vietnam. 
We regard this as one of the most disturbing features of this study.
This group is composed of two main categories:-
(a) those currently employed in less well-paid and lower status work than 
that occupied in Vietnam, i.e. 31.1% of the entire sample, and
(b) those currently unemployed, i.e. 16.2% of the entire sample
From these data it may be concluded that Vietnamese face two major problems in 
relation to the achievement of upward social mobility, namely:
(a) difficulties in securing better paid, higher status jobs
(b) difficulties in securing any kind of permanent employment.
Over the long term, the former of these difficulties affects more Vietnamese than the 
latter, in the sense that more Vietnamese get stuck in jobs below their qualifications 
and experience than remain unemployed. Similar levels of downward mobility are 
reported by respondents in our study, both with reference to first job (51.5% - see Table 
19) and current job (47.3% - see Table 28). Nonetheless the experience of unemployment 
remains intractable even over the long term for a significant number.
(b) Those Without Workforce Experience in Vietnam
We now turn to consider the occupational mobility experience of those without 
workforce experience in Vietnam, but with workforce experience in Australia. This 
group it may be remembered is composed of those who were too young to be in the 
workforce, those who were still undergoing secondary or tertiary education until 1975 at 
least, and those of workforce age living at home, primarily housewives. In the 
following data, evidence is presented on 268 Vietnamese-born individuals without
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workforce experience in Vietnam. This group is smaller than the group with 
Vietnamese work experience.
The aggregate occupational distribution of this group within Australia is indicated in 
Table 30. This indicates that a significant process of upward mobility has occurred 
with a sevenfold increase in the managerial/administrative sector and a fivefold 
increase in the professional/para-professional sector, matched by a decline of nearly 
half in the labourer sector.
Table 30 Australian Occupational Distribution and Labour Market Experience of those 
without Workforce Experience in Vietnam
First Job (n=259) CurrentJob(n= 259)
Managers, administrators, professionals
and para-professionals 2.0% 17.4%
Clerical, sales and personal service 15.4% 18.5%
Manual workers 41.7% 37.1%
Other 40.9% 27.1%
These aggregate cross-sectional data indicate a significant amount of upward 
occupational mobility for those Vietnamese whose entire labour market experience has 
been in Australia. This pattern of upward mobility also shows up in similar 
proportions, if we use the alternative 'Goldthorpe' measure of occupational standing 
discussed above. As length of residence increases so does upward occupational mobility.
The large 'other' component of these data requires further analysis since it is important 
to establish how many Vietnamese have left or been unable to enter the labour force. 
The 'first job' other category is however difficult to interpret, since at least half the 
responses of this kind represent 'no answers'. On the other hand the 'other' category 
(27.1%) in current job distribution can be broken down as foliows:-
13.4% unemployed
5.2% home duties
5.4% student
3.1% no answer
Once again this data does not allow for outwork or casual 'cash' employment. This 
upward movement is not however equally distributed throughout the Vietnamese 
population. In particular, it is somewhat more pronounced for men than for women. This 
is indicated in Table 31, which measures % changes in the numbers of each sex located 
in particular occupations, between first job and current job.
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Table 31 Comparison of Upward Social Mobility for Vietnamese Men and Women for 
those whose entire labour force experience has been in Australia
First job to Current job 
Change for men Ch.forwomen
Managers, administrators, professionals
and para-professionals +1067% +700%
Clerical, sales and personal service +12% +17%
Manual +14% -12%
Other -45% -49%
These indicate that men have moved more rapidly into managerial and administrative 
employment, than women, while women have moved a little more rapidly into 
clerical, sales and personal service.
These data on rates of change include some very high levels of change because the base 
numbers involved are in some cases very small. They are therefore not extremely 
reliable measures of change in the occupation division of labour by sex. It is therefore 
more useful to combine data on rates of change with the current distribution by sex, to 
arrive at a more comprehensive picture. This is provided in Table 32, where we see that 
men are disproportionately represented among the higher status income categories, but 
also disproportionately represented among labourers.
Table 32 Distribution of Vietnamese Men and Women in the Workforce for those whose 
entire labour market experience has been in Australia
Men Women
Managers, administrators, professionals
and para-professionals 24.8% 12.8%
Clerical, sales and personal service 14.7% 24.7%
Manual workers 43.4% 36.7%
Other 17.1% 25.7%
Meanwhile women continue to be over-represented among the 'others' category. When 
broken down further, see Table 33, this category reveals that one-third of women in this 
category comprise those reporting home duties, and another quarter represent those 
who define themselves as unemployed. A higher level of unemployment is reported 
among men.
Table 33 Distribution of Other Category as % of Sample
Men (21.5%) Women (33.3%)
Unemployed 15.8% 9.6%
Students 3.3% 7.9%
Home Duties - 11.4%
Other 2.4% 4.4%
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It is difficult to determine how far women's unemployment is 'hidden' by self-reporting 
as 'home duties'. However 82.6% of those reporting home duties were married with 
young children, and most of these explicitly mentioned a preference for staying at home 
at this stage of family development.
We now turn from the analysis of aggregate cross-sectional data to the tracking of the 
work history of individuals over time. The issue at stake here is how far those 
Vietnamese with no workforce experience in Vietnam have managed to achieve 
upward social mobility in Australia.
One way of measuring this is by tracking the work history of those whose initial 
employment was in manual work, i.e. in the trades, as plant and machinery operators or 
labourers. Altogether some 111 members of the sample of those who had not worked in 
Vietnam had an initial work experience of this kind. In Table 34 we track the 
experience of this group, who, it should be noted, remain comparatively youthful, 
composed in the main of those in their 'twenties and 'thirties. These data indicate that 
the majority of this sample continue to be employed in manual work, with only small 
numbers obtaining managerial, administrative or professional work.
Table 34 Subsequent Workforce Experience of those Initially Employed in Manual Work 
(n = l l l )
General Sample N.S.W. S.A.
Now employed as managers, administrators, 
professionals/para-professionals 12.6% 13.6% 9.1%
Now employed as clerical/sales/personal 
service workers 14.4% 16.7% 11.3%
Now employed in trades and as plant and 
machinery operators and labourers 60.4% 55.2% 68.2%
Other 12.6% 13.6% 11.4%
Table 34 also indicates that the chances of upward mobility for this more youthful
group who never worked in Vietnam, are somewhat greater in New South Wales than 
in South Australia. Those who began their working life in the manual area are 23% 
more likely to have moved out in N.S.W. than in South Australia. This may be related 
to the faster growth rate and lower levels of unemployment in New South Wales, as 
compared with South Australia.
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These data can be further dis-aggregated by sex. In Table 35 we outline further data of 
this kind. This material indicates that women have done worse than men in terms of 
upward mobility into managerial, administrative and professional positions. In 
addition a significant number of women have left the workforce, most of them to care 
for children.
Table 35 Subsequent Workforce Experience of those Initially Employed in Manual Work 
by Sex (n = 115)
Male Female
Now employed as managers, administrators,
professionals and para-professionals 15.6% 7.8%
Now employed as clerical, sales, personal
service workers 14.1% 15.7%
Still employed in trades and as plant and machinery
operators and labourers 64.0% 56.9%
Other 6.3% 19.6%
In relation to ethnicity the position is somewhat more complex. Ethnic Chinese do far 
better in terms of mobility into managerial positions, many of them involving ethnic 
Chinese-owned small businesses. By contrast Vietnamese have done far better in terms 
of access to professional and para-professional positions.
We now look at the workforce experience of those initially employed in clerical, sales 
and personal service work. Altogether 34 individuals started off in this way, the 
majority (67.6%) of whom were women. This group is tracked in Table 36.
Table 36 Subsequent Workforce Experience of those Initially Employed in Clerical. 
Sales and Personal Service Work (n = 34)
General Sample Male Female
Now employed as managers, supervisors, 
professionals and para-professionals 11.8% 18.2% 8.7%
Now employed as clerical, sales, personal 
service workers 64.7% 72.7% 60.9%
Now employed in trades and as plant and 
machinery operators and labourers 17.6% 9.1% 26.1%
Other 2.9% 0% 4.3%
The findings are based on small cell sizes and are not totally reliable. Nonetheless the
small sample analysed shares some similarities with the workforce experience of those 
initially employed as manual workers. Thus the majority were still employed in their 
original occupations, while only a small minority (11.8%) had entered managerial, 
administrative or professional occupations. As with those initially employed as 
manual workers, the workforce experience of former clerical, sales and white collar
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workers showed a greater upward movement for men than women. These data indicate 
a very pronounced difference in labour force trajectories for women than for men in that 
few women achieve high status positions, and many more women than men move from 
clerical to manual work. The small numbers of ethnic Chinese located in this category 
do not permit reliable judgements to be made about the relationship between ethnicity 
and workforce experience for this group.
Mention has already been made of inequalities between Vietnamese men and women in 
the achievement of upward occupational mobility. Further gender inequalities are 
evident in the distribution of income within particular sets of occupations. Table 37 
provides an income index of male and female wages and salaries.
Table 37 Index of Median Weekly Income of Males and Females with No Vietnamese
Workforce Experience (male = 100)
State Male Female
Managers, administrators, N.S.W. 100 71.7
professionals/para-professionals S. A. 100 62.5
Clerical, sales, personal service N.S.W. 100 92.1
Tradespeople, plant and machinery N.S.W. 100 84.5
operators and labourers S. A. 100 80.0
The data reported here indicate quite clearly that women do worse than men in 
virtually all major categories. However they also indicate that the largest gap occurs 
in the higher status managerial, administrative and professional categories, where 
they earn only 60-70% of male incomes. Even though some Vietnamese women have 
moved into such positions over time, they remain considerably disadvantaged 
therefore in relation to men in the same general types of occupation.
We now outline the aggregate mobility pattern for all those in our sample without 
work experience in Vietnam. This is outlined in Table 38 which gives a general picture 
of gross movements between major occupations.
Table 38 Aggregate Mobility Experience
Upward occupational mobility 20.9%
Continuity in occupational location 62.7%
Downward occupational mobility 5.2%
Not classified 11.1%
The pattern here for those entering the workforce for the first time in Australia is 
somewhat different than for those with work experience in Vietnam (see above Table
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28 page 53). Whereas the former group has a significant chance of upward movement 
and a strong probability of maintaining previous levels of employment, the latter group 
has a far more restricted chance of upward mobility, and a far greater chance of 
downward mobility.
One important dimension to the problem of mobility is how far those with educational 
qualifications have succeeded in achieving appropriate employment. In Table 39 we 
compare the current occupation of those with more than 12 years education with that 
part of the sample with 12 years or less. This indicates quite clearly that those with 
some tertiary education are far more likely to have achieved higher income and 
higher status professional positions, and far less likely to be employed in manual work.
Table 39 Impact of Education in Terms of Occupational Status
Current Occupation 13 years or more 0-12 years
formal education formal education
n = 91 n = 169
Managers, administrators, 6 (6.6%) 10 (5.9%)
Professionals and para-professionals 23 (25.3%) 7 (4.1%)
Sales, clerical, and personal service 16 (17.6%) 32 (18.9%)
Trades 2 (2.2%) 11 (6.5%)
Plant and machinery
operators and labourers 21 (23.1%) 62 (36.7%)
Other 23 (25.3%) 47 (27.8%)
This indicates that experience of tertiary education does make some difference to the 
capacity to obtain certain higher status positions. Having said this we would point out 
that a significant minority of those with some tertiary education (23.1%) remain 
located in unskilled and semi-skilled manual labour. This remains a matter of serious 
concern.
Lack of tertiary education is obviously a major bar to professional employment, 
although access to some forms of para-professional employment (e.g. unregistered 
nursing, or community interpreting) has been possible with no more than 12 years of 
formal education. Nonetheless certain limited forms of upward mobility are possible 
for those who lack tertiary qualifications. The best chance for this group is non- 
educationally credentialled managerial employment, notably self-employment or 
small business. However, less than 10% of this sub-group are currently involved there, 
indicating limits on the availability of this route to potential upward mobility.
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Another issue affecting the upward mobility chances of those with no w orkforce  
experience outside Australia is the youthful age at arrival. As already indicated many 
spent their formative education in wartime Vietnam and some experienced interrupted 
education as well as the traumas of refugee status. Some attempt can be made to assess 
the effect of youthful age of arrival in Australia by comparing the workforce 
experience of those who arrived at age 25+, compared with those between 18-25. While 
6.7% of those arriving age 25+ worked in their initial jobs in a managerial, 
administrative capacity, only 0.6% of those arriving younger than 25 did so. Over time, 
however, with increased length of residence, the respective proportions involved in 
these types of occupations increased to 24.2% and 16.7% respectively, with a narrowing 
of the relative gap between them. This suggests a partial, catching up process, but not 
complete as those who arrived at a more youthful age progress. It is difficult to 
estimate how much further this catching-up process will go, as those whose first labour 
market experience has been in Australia, move into their thirties and forties.
Conclusion
It is difficult to summarise the complex evidence presented in our survey in terms of an 
optimistic or pessimistic verdict on Vietnamese occupational mobility. If there is a 
general pattern in the data, it is one of extreme initial difficulties in achieving secure 
employment, followed by some limited upward mobility for a segment of Vietnamese 
over time. This upward movement is not however a general or inevitable experience. 
For many it has not occurred. This is a matter of considerable concern.
Difficulties are too found both in respect of those with workforce experience in 
Vietnam, and those whose first workforce experience has been in Australia. For the 
former group, only about half of those previously employed in a managerial, 
administrative or professional employment have managed to regain similar types of 
work in Australia. For those without some experience of tertiary education the 
employment position is far worse. Overall at least half those with Vietnamese 
workforce experience have experienced downward social mobility.
Similar results are found with those, mainly younger people, whose first workforce 
experience has been in Australia. While some instances of upward mobility are to be 
found, especially among the more educated, many remain trapped in manual work, 
while some experience unemployment. However there are some grounds for guarded
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optimism with this group in the sense that they are more youthful. Some at least, may 
be expected to improve their labour market position as they move into their thirties 
and forties. There is some evidence of this happening.
Another major finding is that women in nearly every respect do worse than men. They 
are less likely to hold high-status, high-income positions than men, and less likely to 
receive male rates of pay when they do occupy similar positions. Women who held 
high-status and high-income positions in Vietnam are also less likely to regain them 
than men. Women who entered the workforce for the first time in Australia are less 
likely than men to have moved into professional, managerial and administrative 
employment. However they are more likely to have moved into the lower-levels of 
clerical and sales employment. Men report higher unemployment rates than women, 
although more women are located outside the workforce due to involvement in home 
duties. However it is difficult to assist how far home duties involves 'hidden 
unemployment', and how far it is compatible with 'hidden employment' such as 
outwork.
There are also some contrasts between ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese 
Vietnamese in patterns of social mobility. In particular ethnic Chinese remain more 
highly concentrated in manual work, and have made little inroads into professional 
employment. On the other hand they have done very well in terms of movement into 
small business. This overall pattern is typical of those lacking experience of formal 
education at post-secondary level.
The overall finding of this section is that upward social mobility is a significant but not 
typical experience for adult Vietnamese refugees in Australia. For many the likelihood 
of upward movement is remote. There is every reason therefore to identify and analyse 
the reasons for this situation. We need to understand what obstacles to upward 
mobility exist, and how it is that a very significant minority have been able to achieve 
upward movement.
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CHAPTER 5: OPPORTUNITY, OBSTACLES AND PERSONAL RESOURCES: ASPECTS OF THE STRUGGLE FOR UPWARD 
MOBILITY
The analysis of obstacles to social mobility may be thought of in terms of the inter­
action of three kinds of processes:
(1) the structure of opportunity
(2) problems faced by Vietnamese
(3) restrictions on access to opportunity
(4) personal resources
(1) The Structure of Opportunity
The structure of opportunity for Vietnamese refugees is not simply a matter of economic 
opportunity, but also a broader social and cultural issue. What is at stake for this group 
is not only opportunities for employment, but also for family formation under conditions 
of relative social and political stability.
The opportunity structure for Vietnamese people entering the workforce has been 
profoundly influenced by two developments:-
changes in the occupational structure affecting the demand for particular types
of jobs
underlying levels of unemployment 
The impact of these developments is of crucial importance for the period from the late 
1970s to the mid 1980s when the overwhelming majority of Vietnamese arrived in 
Australia.
The salient features of the structure of economic opportunity at this time were:-
(a) a decline in unskilled and semi-skilled employment in manufacturing
(b) an end to the expansion of public sector employment for professional and 
technical workers
(c) an increase in private service employment and in self-employment
62 VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990
(d) an increase in unemployment in the early 1980s
This environment in the late 1970s and early 1980s was nowhere near as buoyant for 
Vietnamese entering Australia, as had been the case for Southern Europeans entering 
Australia in the 1950s and 1960s. In other words constraints were set on the mobility 
chances for Vietnamese by prevailing economic conditions and by processes of structural 
change. Nonetheless the belief that unskilled or semi-skilled manual work would be 
harder to get for migrants during the 1980s has not been borne out by previous research 
(Campbell et.al. 1989) or by this research. It has been the higher-status professional 
work that has remained the most difficult to obtain.
The impact of unemployment levels on the structure of opportunity was probably 
greater in the early 1980s than at any other time before or since. This is indicated in 
Table 40 which compares overall unemployment levels in New South Wales and South 
Australia between 1978 and 1989.
Table 40 Annual Monthly Average Unemployment Rates in New South Wales and 
South Australia 1978-89
New South Wales South Australia
1978 6.3% 7.1%
1979 6.0% 7.4%
1980 5.6% 7.8%
1981 5.2% 7.8%
1982 7.1% 8.3%
1983 10.7% 10.7%
1984 9.4% 9.7%
1985 8.7% 8.7%
1986 8.5% 8.7%
1987 8.6% 9.0%
1988 7.3% 8.6%
1989 6.3% 7.4%
These data indicate the striking rise in unemployment between 1981 and 1983 during a 
particularly critical period for Vietnamese settlement, followed by a significant 
decrease thereafter back to around 1978 levels. They also indicate the less buoyant 
state of the South Australian labour market, where unemployment was consistently 
higher than in New South Wales throughout this period. The opportunity structure for 
Vietnamese in New South Wales therefore seems more positive than in South 
Australia, especially when it is remembered that incomes were generally higher in the
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Eastern states. Nonetheless this picture must be somewhat offset by the higher cost of 
living in New South Wales, reflected especially in higher rents and housing prices.
If we look at opportunity in its widest sense, then consideration must be given to the 
relatively youthful profile of Vietnamese migrants, and the importance of family 
formation or family re-construction under Australian conditions. Vietnamese refugees 
included significant numbers of children - some coming with kin, others coming as 
orphans. In addition many who came as married couples, or who have married while in 
Australia, have taken the opportunity to have children.
These considerations clearly affect workforce participation, especially for married 
women. The dilemma here is that many hope or expect mothers to be primarily 
concerned with their children, yet demands on family income increase, thereby 
encouraging continuing or reviewed workforce participation. Beyond this there also 
remains the further problem for women of a greater priority being given to male rather 
than female workforce participation. Put simply, the structure of opportunity may be 
somewhat different for women than for men. In addition to these considerations, there 
remain a number of significant problems of access to economic opportunity.
(2) Problems Faced by Vietnamese
In this research, we explored restrictions on access to opportunity in several ways. First 
we asked about the main problems faced by Vietnamese both in the first three years of 
settlement and in the current context. At this stage no attempts were made to prompt 
respondents about specific problems. Second, and at a separate stage in the interview, 
we asked for information about factors likely to influence access to economic 
opportunities (e.g. how work was obtained, experience of English as a second language 
provision, experience of racial discrimination).
The main problem listed by our Vietnamese respondents in the first three years of_ 
residence was language. As most previous studies have indicated, Vietnamese refugees 
have experienced great difficulties with the English language especially in terms of 
^pronunciation and spoken communication.
Amongst our respondents, language difficulties were mentioned as the overwhelming 
difficulty in Year One, ahead of loneliness and economic problems.
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Table 41 The Greatest Problem Mentioned by Vietnamese in Their Initial Year of 
Settlement
Whole Men 
(Chinese)-------------------
Women Vietnamese /
Sample
(n=628) (n=403) (n=225) (n=522) (n=106)
Language 61.3% 62.0% 60.3% 61.5% 60.6%
Loneliness 12.1% 11.4% 12.6% 12.3% 8.7%
Occupational work 8.4% 8.7% 8.1% 8.8% 6.7%
Financial, money 6.7% 5.8% 8.1% 6.3% 8.7%
Other 8.5% 8.9% 7.8% 8.4% 9.6%
None 3.2% 3.4% 3.0% 2.7% 5.8%
N.B. In all following tables, the sub-sample sizes reported for men and won
ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese are the same as listed here, unless 
indicated to the contrary.
There were few significant differences in the main problem faced by men and women, or 
by Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese. Problems of language acquisition and communication 
continued to be the single most important problem mentioned by respondents in their 
second and thircLyears of settlement. Somewhat surprisingly, reported levels of 
loneliness were not significantly greater for those who had lost all their immediate 
family in the war or during escape, compared with members of family groups. However, 
it must be remembered that this evidence has been gathered retrospectively rather 
than in the initial year of settlement. It may be therefore that previous experiences of 
loneliness have become less vivid and remarkable over time. However in the current 
situation the pattern of problems faced had changed significantly with English 
difficulties and loneliness declining sharply in significance. In Table 42 we outline the 
current pattern of problems faced for the sample as a whole and for Vietnamese living 
in New South Wales and South Australia.
Table 42 Main Current Problem Faced by Vietnamese
Total N.S.W. S.A.
Sample (n=403) (n=224)
Language 12.8% 12.9% 12.5%
Loneliness 3.7% 2.0% 6.7%
Sponsoring family 7.7% 6.4% 9.8%
Occupation, work 8.9% 8.7% 9.4%
Financial, cost of living 15.6% 18.1% 11.2%
Other 22.2% 23.8% 19.2%
None 27.6% 26.3% 29.9%
No answer 1.6% 1.7% 1.3%.
N.B. In the following tables the sample sizes for N.S.W 
reported here, except where indicated to the contrary.
. and S.A. are the san
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These data indicate that financial and cost of living problems now rank first overall, 
ahead of language difficulties. In addition problems with sponsoring families have 
emerged as significant. Beyond this, a striking increase in the proportion of respondents 
reporting no major problems has taken place, with 27.6% falling into this category as 
against 3.2% in the year of arrival. Having said this, we would emphasise that nearly 
three-quarters of our respondents report facing some major problem.
These data show one very significant variation by State with around 18% of 
respondents in New South Wales citing financial and cost of living problems as against 
around 11% in South Australia. This contrast may be explained by the higher cost of 
housing in New South Wales, especially Sydney, as compared with Adelaide. Amongst 
our respondents, for example, average weekly rents in New South Wales were 
approximately $100 per week as against $70 in South Australia. The importance of 
housing costs is reinforced when we look at housing prices because many Vietnamese are 
endeavouring to buy their own home and prices are again far higher in Sydney. Overall 
the pattern of problems experienced is now closer to the Australian pattern than to the 
initial non-English speaking refugee pattern, as language difficulties and loneliness 
decline and economic difficulties become more prominent.
Data on current problems were also analysed by sex and ethnicity. Few striking 
differences were found here. However, as indicated in Table 43, women were more 
likely to mention language difficulties and loneliness than men, which may reflect 
greater problems of access for women to ESL provision and to wider social networks.
Table 43 Main Current Problem Faced bv Vietnamese bv Sex and Ethnicitv
Men Women Vietnamese ^-Efhnic
Chinese
Language 11.5% 14.4% 12.8% 12.5%
Loneliness 3.1% 4.4% 3.1% 6.7%
Sponsoring Family 8.1% 7.0% 8.0% 5.8%
Occupational work 9.0% 8.9% 9.4% 6.7%
Financial, cost of living 16.2% 14.8% 16.4% 11.5%
Other 25.2% 18.1% 21.4% 26.0%
None 25.2% 30.7% 27.3% 27.9%
No answer 1.7% 1.5% 1.5% 2.9%
At the same time, however, women were less likely overall to mention a current major 
problem than men.
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With respect to ethnicity, Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese were equally as likely to 
mention the existence of a major problem. In terms of the problems themselves, ethnic 
Chinese were more likely to mention loneliness, and less likely to mention economic 
difficulties. This contrast in reported loneliness is the reverse of the reported initial 
difficulties in the first year of settlement where ethnic Chinese emerged as less lonely. 
This turn-around is hard to explain. The lower level of reported economic difficulties 
reported by ethnic Chinese is also difficult to explain given the generally lower socio­
economic profile of the ethnic Chinese sample.
Another problem faced bv Vietnamese refugees is racial discrimination. While not 
regarded by respondents as a major difficulty, this problem was nonetheless 
experienced by,40% oLthe sample and is therefore worthy of further comment.
The experience of racial discrimination by respondents is outlined in Table 44.
Table 44 Experience of Racial Discrimination
These data indicate that a large minority (40.7%) of the sample reported having some 
experience of racial discrimination. On further examination, a significantly higher 
rate of discrimination was reported in South Australian than in New South Wales. The 
reasons for this difference by State are not initially clear.
Further data analysis, reported in Table 45, indicate that higher rates of racial 
discrimination are reported by men than by women, and by Vietnamese rather than by 
ethnic Chinese.
Table 45 Experience of Racial Discrimination by Gender and Ethnicity
Men Women Vietnamese Ethnic
Chinese
Yes
No
No Answer
Total
Sample
42.2%
57.7%
1 .6%
Yes
No
No answer
43.4% 36.9% 
55.7% 60.1% 
0.8% 3.0%
42.1% 33.7% 
56.4% 64.4% 
1.5% 1.9%
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One reason for the lower rate of reported racial discrimination in New South Wales 
may be the lower proportion of ethnic Chinese in our New South Wales sample, 13.6%, 
compared with 21.6% in the South Australian sample.
The lower reported rate of racial discrimination among women may relate to the lesser 
involvement of Vietnamese women in the public domain compared with Vietnamese 
men. In order to take analysis of this and other hypotheses further, additional data 
was assembled on the type of reported racial discrimination, and the relationship 
between occupation and discrimination.
The data reported in Table 46 indicate that the single largest category of racial 
discrimination as defined by respondents took the form of street abuse.
Table 46 Type of Racial Discrimination Reported (n = 256)
Street abuse 35.1 % 
General unfriendliness
and mocking 16.4%
Employment discrimination 10.7%
School abuse 4.4%
Property damage 1.8%
Other 31.6%
Employment discrimination was mentioned by only 10% of those reporting experience of 
discrimination. Of those 22 Vietnamese in our sample, reporting employment 
discrimination, the overwhelming majority (86%) were either employed as manuaL 
workers or unemployed. The overall impression given is that the majority of 
discriminatory experiences take place outside the workplace and labour market.
Some caution is necessary in drawing this type of conclusion. First, these data deal with 
reported cases of discrimination, usually of an overt kind involving racist behaviour. As 
such, they clearly do not include subtler forms of personal or institutional 
discrimination of which respondents may not be aware. Second, they do not indicate 
how far broad categories such as 'general unfriendliness and mocking' may take place in 
the workforce.
Another way of examining the experience of racial discrimination is to test how far 
reported rates of discrimination vary between those within and those outside the
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workforce. Table 47 indicates a highly significant difference in this respect with a far 
greater experience of discrimination reported by those in the workforce.
Table 47 Experience of Racial Discrimination and Labour Force Participation 
Overall rate of racial discrimination 40.7%
Reported rate for those in the labour force 45.1%
Reported rate for those not in the labour force 32.4%
We are left therefore with the paradox that those in the labour force report a higher 
rate of discrimination, even though comparatively few cite employment discrimination 
as the main problem experienced. This paradox may however be apparent rather than 
real, if we accept that those in the workforce are more exposed to the public domain 
where racial discrimination is experienced, than those outside it. This greater degree 
of public exposure increases the vulnerability to various types of racial discrimination 
both in the streets and in the workplace, compared to those who are more house-bound 
such as womfen, or whose social activities are largely confined to Vietnamese 
residential communities.
(3) Restrictions on Access to Opportunity
The survey findings are of particular interest with respect to two types of restrictions on 
access to opportunity, namely:-
problems of recognition of overseas qualifications 
problems of English language competence
Recognition of overseas qualifications
Recognition of overseas qualifications is typically a three-stage rather than a single- 
stage process. The three stages are as follows:-
(a) accreditation of paper qualifications
(b) recognition by professional bodies
(c) recognition by employers
Achievement of stage 1 need not lead to the following stages being accomplished.
Data are available on 64 Vietnamese who had previously worked in professional, 
para-professional, or trade-based employment in Vietnam, and who subsequently 
applied for recognition of qualifications in Australia. Of these 64, a bare majority (33 or 
51.6%) had been unsuccessful in achieving recognition, while 31 or 48.4% had been 
successful many of them being teachers. This success rate may not be typical of
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Vietnamese refugees as a whole since the sample included many former teachers, some 
of whom had previously taught English. In addition, a number of former Vietnamese 
professionals or tradespersons are reported by service providers to have been deterred 
from applying, due to poor English and the likelihood of failure. These data confirm 
the general difficulties that non-English speaking background migrants continue to be 
faced with in terms of recognition of qualifications.
Even those whose qualifications were accepted have not necessarily succeeded in 
obtaining employment at the same or similar level of responsibility to that held in 
Vietnam. However, particular attention was given to tracking the fate of individuals 
who were unsuccessful in achieving recognition. These data are outlined in Table 48. 
They indicate that a majority of those whose qualifications were not recognised 
managed over time to secure some form of lower-level professional or managerial 
employment, but not in their chosen or preferred field of expertise.
Table 48 Current Labour Market Experience of Vietnamese Professionals and Para- 
Professionals Whose Overseas Qualifications have not been recognised (n = 33)
Secured a lower level of professional or para-
professional employment compared with qualifications 
Secured managerial employment in small business
9 (27.3%)
or supervisorial employment in a large firm 10 (30.3%)
Secured employment in clerical and sales 6 (18.2%)
Secured manual employment 2 (6.0%)
Other 6 (18.2%)
In some cases this meant accepting a lower professional status. For example, respondents 
54 and 75 who had both been teachers with tertiary training in Vietnam, are currently 
working as bi-lingual school assistants involved in interpreting. Respondent 320, 
another former teacher, is currently a community liaison officer. In other cases, former 
professionals moved into small businesses unconnected with their previous occupations. 
Respondent 81, for example, who previously worked as a teacher is now a service 
station operator. This represents a far greater loss of status in Vietnamese terms than 
Australian. In spite of these limited forms of recovery of some previous occupational 
status for some, it is equally clear that failure to achieve recognition has meant a 
reduced chance of occupational success for most of those involved. This clearly 
represents a waste of human resources.
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There are no reliable national statistics for the number of Vietnamese whose formal 
overseas skills and qualifications have not been recognised. However some insights into 
the issue within one State can be gained from data collected by the Overseas 
Qualifications Unit of the South Australian Office of Multicultural and Ethnic Affairs.
Since its foundation in 1987, around 1200 individuals have been entered on the Unit's 
register of clients wishing to have overseas qualifications recognised. Of these 50, or 
just over 4% are Vietnamese. Unit staff regard this rate of registration as very low, and 
do not see it as an accurate reflection of the number of Vietnamese seeking to gain 
recognition.
Data on the 50 Vietnamese listed on the register are outlined in Table 49.
Table 49 Vietnamese Clients of the Overseas Qualifications Unit of South Australia Former Occupation Total Currently Currently Currently Currently Currently Other
1 Unemploy- Studying working as working as involved in or
ed profession para-prof home duties not clear
al or trade
Teacher 19 7 7 - 1 4
Medical practitioner 5 2 1 - 2
Nurse/midwife 6 1 2 1 - 1 1
Lawyer 2 1 1
Engineer 6 2 2 - 1 - 1
Scientist 2 . . . .  2
Trades & technicians 5 2 1 - - 2
Other J> _1 2 _1 - - J.
50 16 7 10 3 2 12
These reflect a range of professional and trade backgrounds. A bare majority (52%) of 
clients are female. All, but 5 of the 50 clients listed, entered Australia in the 1980s. 
Altogether only 20% are working in their original trade or profession, with another 6% 
employed in similar para-professional employment. The remaining three-quarters of 
the sample are either unemployed (32%), studying to upgrade or augment their 
qualifications (20%), performing home duties (4%), or have not remained in touch with 
the unit. Of those unemployed, around half have entered Australia in the last 2-3 
years. This indicates that a good deal of the unemployment among this group is related 
to a short period of residence.
Since these data are not comprehensive they can only be utilised for illustrative 
purposes. They are certainly clear evidence of recognition difficulties. Part of the
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problem here is connected with initial post-arrival difficulties. However this does not 
by any means explain the entire problem, since the recognition rate remains low, even 
for those resident in Australia for 5 years or more. We explore the issue of recognition of 
overseas qualifications further in the second Part of this study.
Problems of English Language Competence
Vietnamese refugees as a whole typically report problems in learning English 
sufficiently well to be able to communicate effectively in everyday-life situations. 
Those who had been employed in Vietnam as managers, administrators or professionals 
report similar levels of English difficulty to the sample in general. Difficulties with 
English adversely affect both their capacity to gain employment, and their capacity to 
gain entry to or make use of labour market training programs. Such difficulties apply to 
Vietnamese from all socio-economic backgrounds.
Data supplied for South Australia by the Department of Employment, Education and 
Training (DEET), indicate a significant level of poor or inadequate English language 
ability among over 1600 Vietnamese registered for work with the Commonwealth 
Employment Service. These registrants are overwhelmingly unemployed, although 
around 10% are Vietnamese who wish to upgrade their current employment. While the 
data reported in Table 50 were compiled from the judgements of CES officers, rather 
than through professional testing, they may be taken as a reasonable estimate of 
perceived English difficulties of Vietnamese-born CES registrants on the part of 
English-speaking background members of the Australian population.
Table 50 English Competence of Vietnamese-Born CES Clients in South Australia as 
Estimated by CES Staff. 1990
Spoken English 49.6% 34.2% 16.1%
Written English 41.0% 28.8% 30.1%
Reading English 40.5% 30.1% 29.3%
These data indicate at least half those registered have at best only survival English. 
In addition, perceived English competence for women is around 5-10% worse than for 
men. This is consistent with data from our survey where Vietnamese women reported 
greater levels of English difficulty than men.
If CES officers perceive Vietnamese language difficulties on the scale reported in Table 
50, then it is likely that many employers will do so too in evaluating Vietnamese job­
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seekers. Such perceptions are therefore significant, even if they under-estimate or over­
estimate actual competence. They point to a major problem of adequate English 
language support for Vietnamese migrants, especially since around */3 of registrants 
had been on CES books for over 12 months. In addition, perceived English competence is 
5-10% worse for women than men.
As we might expect, there is significant evidence in our survey to indicate that the 
chances of gaining or regaining a professional occupation are influenced by level of 
English competence. This evidence was obtained by relating the current occupation held 
by those previously employed as managers or professionals to reported rates of English 
difficulty. As indicated in Table 51 those able to secure professional employment 
reported lower levels of English difficulty when compared with incumbents of other 
occupational positions.
Table 51 Variations in English language difficulties reported by former Vietnamese 
Managers and Professionals within particular Australian labour force categories (n = 
140)
Now working as managers, supervisors 90.5%
Now working as professionals or para-professionals 63.6%
Now working as clerical, sales, personal
service workers 76.0%
Now working as manual workers 89.5%
Now out of the workforce 97.7%
These data indicate the highest level of English difficulty among those no longer in 
the labour force. This suggests that for some Vietnamese English language problems 
may be a very real obstacle to effective labour market participation, which may result 
in long-term unemployment, being restricted to low skill jobs that involve limited 
English needs, or dropping out of the labour market altogether.
This particular problem reflects a more general feature of the Vietnamese settlement 
process, namely its long-term and protracted character. A considerable time may elapse 
between acquisition of survival English and competence in the use of English within a 
profession. Those currently working in unskilled employment or out of the workforce 
include many people striving to upgrade qualifications including the capacity to 
practise a profession using English. This issue shows up less in the sample survey, than 
in the case study of health professionals reported in Part 2 of this research.
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A further interesting aspect of the data is that managerial or supervisorial 
employment may be regained even with a high level of reported English difficulty. 
This finding is consistent with the argument that self-employed owner/management 
may be a route of upward occupational mobility for non-English speaking background 
migrants facing language difficulties, especially where such small businesses serve an 
ethnic clientele. Our survey here supports the recent findings on NESB migrant self- 
employment and language use reported by Mariah Evans (1988).
A major area of concern here is the process of Vietnamese access to and the adequacy of 
ESL provision in assisting the labour market integration of this group. Altogether 
77.0% of the group had attended English classes, the majority on a full-time basis. Of 
those who had not, many already had learnt English language and reported no 
difficulties with English. Even with English language support of this kind, however, 
the majority continued to face unemployment difficulties after completing ESL tuition.
This not only applies to those with low educational backgrounds or to those with a....
manual workforce experience in Vietnam, but to the better educated.
In Table 52 we indicate the subsequent incidence of unemployment immediately after 
ESL attendance, for those with managerial and professional experience in Vietnam.
Table 52 Unemployment History of former Managers and Professionals in Vietnam 
Immediately After Leaving ESL (n = 87)
No period of unemployment 23.9%
Unemployed for 2-5 months 22.7%
Unemployed for 6 months or more 53.4%
This indicates that a majority of those with managerial and professional experience in 
Vietnam, who had subsequently attended ESL classes in Australia, still experienced at 
least 6 months unemployment before finding work. One factor contributing to such 
lengthy periods of post-ESL unemployment is the failure to gain recognition of overseas 
qualifications. Those who succeeded in gaining recognition were less likely to spend 6 
months or more unemployed after ESL participation than those whose qualifications 
were rejected. This latter group faced the double disability of rejection of qualifications 
and problems of English.
The persistence of poor English and unemployment for many Vietnamese from a variety 
of backgrounds even after ESL participation reflects, at least in part the inadequate
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coverage of existing ESL services beyond the on-arrival phase. We take this issue up 
below, and in the conclusion of this study.
The problems faced by Vietnamese in securing adequate English language support for 
employment and occupational success have also been a major concern to service 
providers. Systematic data on participation of Vietnamese men and women in ESL 
classes is not easy to obtain for the key late 1970s and early 1980s when large numbers 
were beginning to attend classes. Some useful data was obtained for this survey through 
the Adult Migrant Education Service in South Australia, which enables some tentative 
points to be made.
The Vietnamese have been a large consumer of services provided by the Adult Migrant 
Education Program (AMEP) throughout the 1980s. Data provided for AMEP students in 
South Australia for 1986, for example, indicates that Vietnamese-born represented 
26.0% of service users. In 1990, this number was still 19.0% even though Vietnamese 
immigration was now at a far lower level than in the early to mid-1980s. ESL teachers, 
interviewed during the course of this project, emphasised that Vietnamese faced 
particular difficulty with a communication-based learning style, preferring a book- 
centred grammatical approach. Regular attendance was also adversely affected by 
health problems, by the parenting needs of young families, and in particular by 
pressures to find work. The pressure to find work stems not only from a struggle for 
economic survival in Australia, but also from a desire to send funds back to Vietnam. 
While attendance was generally reasonable at initial on-arrival courses, Vietnamese 
attendance at subsequent follow-up courses going beyond survival level English was, 
they believed, more likely to taper off.
The group least likely to attend classes was the more traditional family-centred 
women. From South Australian data on AMEP registrations, women are under­
represented compared with their overall proportion within the Vietnamese 
population. However this under-representation is comparatively small compared with 
the significantly lower level of English competence reported for Vietnamese women 
(see above pp. 61 and 67). It is doubtful therefore whether lack of provision of ESL 
services is the main source of the problem for women. It may be that family-centredness 
is a greater obstacle not only in the sense of impeding attendance at classes, but also in
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allowing less opportunity to gain access to the world beyond the home where English 
must be used in most transactions.
ESL teachers also raised a number of particular areas of concern about access to ESL 
classes, affecting Vietnamese and a number of other migrants. These centred on problems 
of income support while studying. Amongst the difficulties mentioned were the 
following:-
(1) Lack of a clear statement from the Department of Social Security on the 
eligibility of new arrivals to social security benefit, after initial special 
benefits are exhausted, creating a need to find work while English skills are 
still inadequate.
(2) Structural difficulties in securing adequate time for ESL study while drawing 
unemployment benefits - a condition of which is that recipients are available 
for and actively seeking work.
(3) Problems in transferring from unemployment benefit to the Adult Migrant 
Education Living Allowance without leaving a gap in income support.
In addition problems were raised with income-support after the transition from ESL to 
further tertiary study. Of most concern here was the non-availability of Austudy 
allowance for those with overseas qualifications trying to secure qualifications at a 
similar level in Australia.
Additional problems were identified with current developments in immigrant 
settlement policy which limit the overwhelming majority of ESL resources to the first 
three years of settlement. An example of this was a new plan produced by the Adult 
Migrant Education Service. This raised difficulties for the significant number of 
Vietnamese whose English was still inadequate even after 5 or more years of residence. 
ESL teachers report that evening classes continue to involve large numbers of 
Vietnamese with more than 3 years of settlement, who by official criteria are deemed 
to have completed the main components of the settlement process. This research draws 
attention to the abbreviated conception of settlement implied in the current view, and 
the dangers this creates in minimising long-term ESL support, and hence in providing 
support services for Vietnamese to enable them to get a job and avoid unemployment.
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Access to Government Labour Market Support Programs
Many service providers, both in the ESL field and in labour market and employment 
programs, take the view that adequate English competence is the single most important 
factor influencing chances of employment. It is not however the sole prerequisite. 
While ESL provision may make the greatest initial impact of any government service 
on Vietnamese access to the labour market, it is also important to consider in more 
detail the actual process of finding employment. This process obviously includes the 
vexed question of articulation of ESL study with further labour market training and 
employment-seeking, as well as specific training and employment-related issues.
Respondents were asked about the employment search through a general question on 
types of assistance utilised in finding employment. The relevant data here are outlined 
in Table 53
Table 53 Sources of Assistance in Finding Employment (n = 457)
Total Men Women
Sample
Self-reliance 42.2% 46.6% 35.4%
Friends 31.1% 28.7% 34.8%
Spouse or Relative 4.4% 5.0% 3.4%
Commonwealth Employment
Service 20.1% 17.6% 24.2%
Other 2.2% 2.2% 2.2%
These indicate that respondents draw on a wide range of sources of support. These 
include friendship networks and the Commonwealth Employment Service as the two 
major sources of assistance, in addition to the predominant focus on personal resources. 
However, it was also reported, that men were more likely to rely on their own efforts, 
while women were more likely to find work through friends or the CES. Hardly any 
mention was made of other Government agencies, including the various State 
Government employment and training initiatives.
It is difficult from these data alone to gauge the responsiveness of the labour exchange 
function of the CES to Vietnamese clients. While only 20% of respondents mentioned 
this service, this does not necessarily represent a reluctance to use this type of support. 
Of course all those wishing to claim unemployment benefits need to register with the 
CES anyway.
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Until recent changes in the function and structure of the Department of Employment, 
Education and Training's employment and labour market programs, the CES has been 
primarily concerned with the process of filling vacancies notified to it by employers 
from those registered on its books. As such, the priority has been to match job vacancies 
with prospective applicants for such vacancies. This role is distinct from that of 
labour-force training in which attempts are made to upgrade the skills of the 
unemployed to match labour market opportunities. These functions are now to be 
integrated together in a restructured service linking labour exchange functions with 
training and skill formation functions in a more effective manner than previously. One 
important structural change in the new DEET re-organisation is the specific 
development of specialist Service Centres. These may be linked to groups specifically 
targeted for attention in the delivery of unemployment and training services.
In 1989/90, the Department of Employment, Education and Training, did target non- 
English speaking background migrants as a group tending to suffer disproportionately 
from unemployment and therefore requiring special attention. Targets have been set in 
terms of uplifting the successful placement of NESB clients in employment.
During the course of the research, DEET officers in South Australia provided 
considerable assistance with information on how this new target emphasis was 
operating on-the-ground in terms of CES services to clients. Amongst other initiatives 
the work of the Migrant Access Centre in the Croydon CES Job Centre is currently being 
developed into a new specialist service centre within the new structure.
The Migrant Access Centre was located at Croydon in 1989, as an area of high Indo- 
Chinese settlement in close proximity to the Pennington Hostel where many of the first 
refugees arrived. Croydon Park is also the centre of low-rent area with a large 
concentration of industrial plants within a 10 km radius. Indo-Chinese refugees 
represent the major client-base of the Centre, which has a full-time Vietnamese, and a 
part-time Khmer-speaking worker. More recently a growth in recent Spanish-speaking 
refugees has taken place.
The original decision to establish a Centre reflected a realisation that Indo-Chinese as 
non-English speaking background people had specific needs. In particular 46% of 
Croydon CES unemployed registrants have nil or minimal English. They experienced
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difficulty reading CES job vacancy cards, filling in forms and in being able to 
communicate effectively with CES officers and staff.
The task of the Migrant Access Centre is to focus on those NESB migrants, whose 
language difficulties mean they cannot be dealt with in the usual maimer in English. 
The Centre therefore provides the normal range of CES services, including referrals to 
employers, referrals to ESL providers, direct provision of training, and commissioning of 
training by other agencies, and support and assessment of clients during training and 
after-employment placement, all within a linguistically-appropriate environment. 
This enables client interviews to be longer if necessary. Such an environment requires 
bilingual staffing resources, including specialist positions such as Bilingual 
Employment Officers (BEO), and Migrant Resource Officers (MRO).
Given scarce resources, the Centre's work with NESB clients is monitored through 
manual statistics. Around 170 clients are interviewed each month, around 50 of whom 
are referred for ESL and/or further training. Amongst the English and training support 
available is the Employment Program for Migrants Course offered by TAFE. This lasts 
20 weeks and combines ESL, vocational training, and experience of work-related issues, 
e.g. how to apply for a job.
Meanwhile, the overall target for Croydon CES is to place at least 504 NESB migrants 
into employment, from a register of 1500 in the area.
There are of course a range of employment and training initiatives directed at Indo- 
Chinese people. In South Australia, a number of State Government initiatives have 
been developed, alongside Commonwealth ventures such as the Migrant Access Centre.
An important South Australian Department of Employment and Further Education 
project is the Indo-Chinese Employment Project located in the Migrant Resource Centre 
in Adelaide. This is part of the Work Ready program of the South Australian 
Government, and has been in existence since 1986, funded on an annual reviewable basis. 
The project is one of a very few State government projects targeted at a specific group. 
Its functions are very similar to those of CES, involving counselling, referral for 
training, contact with employers, as well as assistance in using the CES. The personnel 
on the project also include bilingual workers.
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Workers on the project see its role as redressing some of the inadequacies of the 
mainstream services. This particular initiative predates the CES targeted move into 
the migrant access area by several years. The project direction of the State scheme has 
however been able to participate in staff training of the CES scheme. Since 1986 around 
50% of the clients of the State program have been Vietnamese. In the previous six 
months to March 1990, 100 Indo-Chinese had been successfully placed in employment, 
including 37 ethnic Vietnamese and several more ethnic Chinese Vietnamese.
This state government initiative has played a significant role in meeting previous gaps 
in Commonwealth provision. And there will continue to be a role for State as well as 
Commonwealth agencies in the employment and training area in response to specific 
State priorities. However there is clearly need for the closer co-ordination of State and 
Commonwealth on-the-ground initiatives to ensure the most effective allocation of 
resources, and the pooling of information and staff expertise.
It is of some interest to note the CES classification of Vietnamese-born clients with 
respect to the occupational area in which employment is primarily sought. These are 
outlined for South Australia in Table 54, with comparative data for those born in the 
U.K. or Ireland.
Table 54 Occupational Area in which Employment is primarily being sought for 
Vietnamese-born and British/Irish-born Clients. 1990
Born in Born in
Vietnam UK/Irel.
Managers and administrators 2.7% 0.9%
Professionals 4.4% 3.8%
Para-Professionals 1.0% 3.0%
Tradespersons 17.7% 25.5%
Clerks 3.8% 20.2%
Personal Services & Sales 40.5% 15.3%
Plant & machinery operators 6.8% 14.4%
Labourers 21.4% 11.3%
Other 1.7% 5.6%
Looking at the Vietnamese we see the main emphasis being on personal service and
sales, labourer and trades personnel, and a relative absence of clerical work. Although
the Vietnamese are classified primarily in terms of low-status and manual work, it is 
noteworthy that 8.1% of Vietnamese registrants are placed in managerial and 
professional categories, as compared with 7.7% of those born in U.K. or Ireland. This
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suggests that, taken in aggregate, Vietnamese clients are not being unduly channelled 
into low-status work, any more than English-speaking immigrants are.
CES officers in general report a willingness of manufacturing employers to take on 
Vietnamese and Indo-Chinese as hard and reliable workers. Some notional ceiling is 
however generally operated on employment within a particular plant. One particular 
problem reported by C.E.S. officers is the small physical stature of Vietnamese which 
employers sometimes regard as a disincentive to employment. This may rest on the 
belief that smallness = weakness, however bench-heights and machine design may 
make it difficult for smaller than average size workers. More research should be 
devoted to evaluating the seriousness of this problem.
Respondents to our survey indicate little involvement with labour market training 
programs. This is partly because many entered Australia in the 1970s and early 1980s 
when few programs of this kind were available. However, there are other reasons for 
this lack of involvement. One is the over-riding problem of inadequate English 
competence which renders participation in technical skills training activities 
extremely difficult and counter-productive. A second is the lack (until recently) of 
attention given to cross-cultural issues and ethno-specific initiatives in the delivery of 
labour market training programs to unemployed clients of non-English speaking 
background. The initiatives discussed above, and similar schemes in New South Wales, 
are therefore to be welcomed, and monitored closely.
(4) Personal Resources
We now look at the personal resources Vietnamese have brought to the difficult process 
of settlement in Australia. This emphasis on personal resources has already been noted, 
and considerable emphasis is also placed on self-reliance and the integrity of the 
family among Vietnamese refugees in Australia. These characteristics derive in part 
from the refugee experience of struggling for survival in war, prison camp and refugee 
camp. These also derive, in the case of family-centredness, from the importance of 
kinship within Vietnamese culture.
One striking indicator of the emphasis on personal qualities of self-reliance combined 
with kinship support has already been cited in the analysis of means of securing
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employment. Respondents were, however, asked a very general question about how 
they would solve their current problem. The answers are listed in Table 55.
Table 55 Means of Solving Current Problems (n = 628)
Personal effort (e.g. work harder, study
more, try more) 66.8%
Government action 4.6%
Other 16.7%
Don't know 11.9%
These data indicate the overwhelming emphasis placed on personal effort. This 
emphasis varied little by occupation, sex or ethnicity. This finding should alert 
Government to the Vietnamese wish to avoid a dependence on political clientalism or 
social welfare.
Notwithstanding this picture, a further question was asked on what kind of help the 
federal or state government could provide. Table 56 provides a further indicator of the 
limited extent Vietnamese look to Government, with less than half the respondents 
giving a positive indication of Government-based support measures.
Table 56 Ways Government Can Help Vietnamese (n = 628)
Family reunion 8.1%
Retraining 6.5%
Other 31.4%
Can't Help 24.2%
Don't know 13.6%
No Answer 16.6%
The Government measures mentioned most often were a greater family-reunion 
emphasis in the immigration program, and greater assistance with retraining. It is 
particularly significant that the need for retraining was mentioned by 9.3% of manual 
workers compared with only 2.8% of managerial, administrative, professional or para- 
professional personnel. This suggests both a greater need for retraining and a greater 
receptivity to training among those in lower-paid lower-status work.
A range of other modes of Government assistance were also mentioned. Some of these 
involved reduced government activity, such as lowering tax rate or abolishing tertiary 
education charges. However the majority took up more positive issues such as the 
retention of the Medicare health system, or the further development of low-cost 
housing loans for low paid workers.
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It is harder to gauge the exact importance of friendship and community networks as 
support mechanisms in the process of trying to achieve better living standards and 
upward social mobility. We should not over-emphasise co-operation since competition 
is a very important aspect of Vietnamese life. Nonetheless we have already noted in 
Table 53 above, the importance of friendship networks to the search for work. These 
operate both in relation to short-term casual employment in Vietnamese businesses, e.g. 
shop assisting, waiting, sewing, etc. and in relation to longer-term employment in large 
organisations such as factories or government offices where Vietnamese are already 
employed.
Beyond this it is important to emphasise the major role of the family and Vietnamese 
household in attempts to re-construct kinship relations and to provide a source of 
stability and mutual aid. This may operate in such a way as to support some members 
while they are studying to get a better education, or to provide scarce capital to 
individuals while they are starting to set up a business. A very clear message from our 
interview data was that personal morale is very much tied up with family morale.
This emphasis on the reconstruction of family morale and family integrity is reflected 
in a number of ways. First, it explains much of the strong work ethic where individuals 
take on second jobs, or work overtime and/or 6 days per week. The income generated in 
this way is not only intended for personal survival, but also to support family members 
both in Australia and in Vietnam. In our survey, we asked about the practice of sending 
money back to Vietnam to support relatives. Three-quarters of respondents replied that 
they had sent money back to Vietnam, and of these the majority had done so more than 
once.
A second aspect of the reconstruction of family integrity is the drive to purchase a house 
as soon as possible, even in spite of extreme material difficulties. In our survey 47.3% of 
respondents indicated they either owned outright or were buying their own home. The 
impact of high prices for accommodation was felt particularly in New South Wales 
where only 44.6% were involved in home ownership, as compared with 52.2% in South 
Australia.
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Home ownership is an aspect of the search for security for refugees, and within the 
home, whether owned or rented, significant numbers of Vietnamese congregate. The 
occupancy rates for Vietnamese households in which our respondents lived are outlined 
in Table 57.
Table 57 Household Size for Vietnamese (n = 628)
Number of occupants % of sample
1 2.5%
2 11.8%
3 18.6%
4 21.5%
5 19.7%
6 11.8%
7+ 14.0%
These data show a large number of households (45.5%) contain 5 or more occupants. Such 
households typically involve both nuclear families with three or more children as 
well as some nuclear families or groups of friends living together for sociability and 
mutual support. Although there are economic advantages in sharing housing costs, 
these patterns of occupancy also reflect a strong Vietnamese commitment to living in 
family groups.
While we did not ask respondents many detailed questions about these matters, a 
number of areas of tension emerged. These included tensions in parent-child 
relationships arising over a perception of the lack of respect to elders encouraged 
within Australian culture.
The final and perhaps over-riding indicator of the centrality of family, is the 
importance of family reunion. This goal is reflected in the strong commitment of 
Vietnamese to bringing family, relatives and friends out of Vietnam or out of refugee 
camps to join other family members in Australia. These efforts often dominate the lives 
of Vietnamese refugees in Australia for many years.
The personal resources Vietnamese bring to the search for employment and social 
welfare are best seen within this broad family-centred context, rather than within a 
narrow economic framework based on individual welfare alone. The impact of family 
and friendship-based resources is hard to measure in any precise way. It is nonetheless 
both a major source of information about employment and social services, and a major 
material and moral support. It is doubtful whether the difficult process of Vietnamese
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settlement, and the struggle for upward social mobility could have been sustained as 
effectively as it has without this strong background of support. The strong personal 
resources of many individual Vietnamese - the courage in adversity, the commitment to 
achieve security through employment and settled accommodation, the mutual support 
for each other - are in most cases organised and given meaning and value by the ethic of 
family-centredness. This framework of values has been immensely significant in the 
first 10-15 years of settlement, even if it has already been subjected to challenge and 
erosion by the secular individualism of Australian society.
Conclusion
The opportunity structure for Vietnamese refugees seeking employment and economic 
advance has not been an easy one. The threat of unemployment, the lack of English 
skills, and the experience of racial discrimination present a number of hurdles facing 
virtually all Vietnamese at some time in the settlement process. In addition particular 
sub-groups of Vietnamese faced specific problems. These include the difficulty of former 
professionals in gaining recognition of overseas qualifications. They also include many 
Vietnamese women facing the challenge of family formation and personal security, 
simultaneously with the need for economic security.
Of all the problems discussed here the problem of English language skills acquisition 
looms longest. Far too many Vietnamese continue to face disadvantage in the labour 
market due to inadequate English, and the additional barrier this creates to gaining 
access to training and economic skills acquisition. Although much has been done, 
especially in recent years, in providing Government programs to assist in ESL, and 
employment and training services, these initiatives have grown rather slowly, and 
very late for the initial refugees who came to Australia in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. The recent targeting of NESB migrants and Indo-Chinese within employment and 
training is not a timely response to a new problem, but a belated response to difficulties 
that have been there for over a decade.
Having said this, it is equally clear that Vietnamese have responded to the challenges 
and difficulties with an overriding concern to preserve and enhance their autonomy and 
self-sufficiency. Strategies for achieving upward mobility have downplayed 
Government help in favour of personal and family resources. This is not to say that some 
forms of help such as ESL have not been welcomed. Nor does it mean that improvements
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in services would not be well received, notably in the better co-ordination of ESL, 
employment and training and income support services. Nonetheless the overriding 
reality, on the evidence presented to us, is that the Vietnamese are refugees seeking 
peace and freedom. Economic advancement and material acquisitiveness are important 
but they have generally been subsumed within a broader concern for family reunion or 
family formation.
In Part 2 of this study we now turn to a set of case-studies designed to highlight the 
experience of particular groups of Vietnamese facing the challenge of settlement and 
upward mobility in a variety of economic or cultural settings. In Part 2 we present much 
more data on the lives of individuals and small groups, exploring how Vietnamese 
have faced difficulties in gaining satisfactory employment. We also indicate the 
impressive way in which Vietnamese, even in the midst of many constraints such as 
lack of English and of transferable skills, have struggled to achieve the maximum 
possible control over their own destinies, with or without Government support.
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PART 2
Part 2 of this study comprises a set of case-studies designed to shed further light on 
issues raised in Part 1 of the study, and to deal with gaps in data assembled during the 
sample survey. The specific case-studies are as follows:-
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2
Chapter 3 
Chapter 4 
Chapter 5 
Chapter 6
Vietnamese Mail Officers in Sydney
Vietnamese Factory Workers from the Motor Vehicle Industry 
in South Australia
Vietnamese Health Professionals in South Australia 
Vietnamese Small Business Proprietors in South Australia 
Vietnamese Unemployed in Sydney
Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese in the workforce in New South 
Wales
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CHAPTER 1: VIETNAMESE MAIL OFFICERS IN SYDNEY
This chapter provides a case-study of 51 Vietnamese employees of a metropolitan mail 
centre in New South Wales, Australia.
This group are all long-term, full time employees in the mail centre. Within a total 
workforce of 287, 85 or 29.7% are of Vietnamese origin. They work as base grade 'Mail 
Officers' and have remained in their low skilled job which does not demand 'their 
brain at all' even though many have a background in tertiary education. Yet they work 
hard 'to make it’ in their adopted country: the majority of them even find happiness in 
their job. This paper lets the group speak for themselves about their workplace, work- 
related social experiences and their hopes for the future. It tries to highlight efforts by 
members of the group to fit in with Australian norms, while still retaining their own 
cultural values. It also indicates why some Vietnamese settle for the security of work in 
the mail exchange, even though this represents lower-status work than that occupied 
previously in Vietnam.
Their Backgrounds
The group under study consisted of 51 people, 28 males and 23 females. Six of them are of 
Chinese origin. All of them were bom in Vietnam. The youngest is 27 years old and the 
oldest is 56 but the majority are aged between 35 and 54. Their age distribution is as 
follows: 8 between 25-34 years of age, 22 between 35-44 years of age, and 21 between 45- 
54 years of age. All are naturalised Australians, having taken up Australian 
citizenship at the earliest possible time.
The majority of them (40) are married with children. Altogether 31 (or 69.8%) of them 
have been in Australia 9 years or more, two among them 12 years. Another 17 have been 
in Australia from 6 to 8 years. A very small number, only three, from 3 to 5 years.
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Taken together they are a rather educated group: 21 (or 41%) have had tertiary 
education in Vietnam; while another 22 or 42% have matriculated or possess a High 
School certificate. In addition 2 have technical degrees.
The majority of this group (34 out of 51 or 66.7%) had work experience in Vietnam. The 
following table lists their occupations:
Table 58 Occupations of Mail Exchange Workers in Vietnam
1 Engineer
1 Medical Doctor
1 Architect
1 Registered Nurse
5 Pharmacists
2 Technicians
2 Business people
2 Clerical assistants
1 Coach of table tennis
6 Military Officers
12 Teachers
2Thus out of 34 with a previous work history, 23 or around /3  had worked in 
professional or business employment. The remaining 16 members of the group were 
either students or housewives.
This pattern contrasts markedly with the pattern of initial work experience in 
Australia outlined in Table 59. Here the predominantly professional, business or 
clerical background in Vietnam is exchanged for predominantly manual work.
Table 59 Work Experience Upon Arrival: the first two years 
26 process workers 
20 sewing machinists
6 sales assistants
2 cleaners 
1 office clerk
1 interpreter (part time capacity)
1 small business 
Half of the respondents had combined more than one job.
Their Present Occupations
Regardless of their former occupations and level of education they are now MAIL 
OFFICERS, their official title, in one of the five mail centres in N.S.W. All the 
respondents acquired their job after their success in passing a test set by the Australia 
Post to recruit its employees. Most of the respondents said they normally read the
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newspapers, saw the Australia Post advertisement for vacancies, and went for them. 
Alternatively they were informed by friends who already worked at the Post.
To date the majority (29 out of 51 or around 57%) have been in the job for over 6 years: 20 
have been working from 6 to 8 years, 9 for over 9 years, and 17 from 3 to 5 years. This 
represents a high degree of job stability. Most of them agreed that: 'We are pretty 
happy with our jobs and will continue to work here until we are forced to retire'. One 
should stress that there has been no career advancement at all for this group. Their 
story unfolds in later pages.
One Vietnamese with a sense of humour and keen observation described his workplace 
hierarchy and its racial composition. Using white for the ’True Aussies', yellow for the 
Asian races, and black he indicated the organisational structure of the mail centre is 
just like a human body: its 'head' is totally white; the neck has a few spots, its arms 
are tinted thin yellow, the legs are full yellow, getting darker towards the feet, except 
for a few white dots. It's the legs that do the bulk of the work. Indochinese refugees, 
the Filipinos, Lebanese, and other Asian groups form the legs of this 'body'.
The Vietnamese felt that even though they were the 'legs' they were more educated in 
terms of years spent at school and university, than their immediate superiors.
Work Time
The normal working day lasts 7 hours and 21 minutes and there is a five day working 
week. Each worker may work day shifts or night shifts as a matter of choice. The day 
shifts embrace three work periods:
a ) from 6 a.m. to 1.45 p.m.
b) from 10.36 a.m. to 6.25 p.m.
c) from 2 p.m. to 10 p.m.
The night shifts are at these times:
a ) from 6 p.m. to 2 a.m.
b) from 10 p.m. to 5 a.m.The older Vietnamese men favour the day shift starting at 
10.36 a.m. and finishing at 6.25 p.m. As one man put it: 'This time allows me to get up 
late, have a slow breakfast and go to work. By the time I get home it's dinner time, the 
food is nearly ready and I do not have to do anything else. I still have time to watch 
T.V.'
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Many of those who do other things, or study, quite like the night shift which starts at 6 
p.m. and ends at 2 a.m. 'This time is just like coming home late at night from a party. 
Then you can sleep late and still have half the day to do anything you like,' said one. 
Most of the older, married women prefer the 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. slot: 'With this time I 
have the morning free for shopping, cooking or nothing at all. But most important of all 
I do not have to cook or serve the evening meal.' Single women generally prefer the 
early morning shift. In instances where both husband and wife work for the Post and 
have school age children they have to arrange their shifts in the following manner: 
the wife takes the early morning shift and is then able to pick up the children from 
school at 3 p.m., while the husband works the middle shift which allows him time to 
take the children to school.
The Quest for Money
Money is the key factor in choosing the night shift for which a 30% premium is paid. 
Day workers never get more than 15% premium for unsocial hours. The same concern for 
cash leads them to accept overtime work. Generally, the Vietnamese like weekend 
work or evening work on account of the higher rate of pay. Nevertheless this general 
attitude is not shared by all. As one person explained: 'In early years of our settlement 
we have to take night shift and weekend work for the sake of money. In our case we had 
just moved into a house and needed the money badly to buy all sorts of necessary items. 
Now we are more settled we opt for the soft option and take the weekend totally off for 
rest and recreation.'
We need to live, to bring up a family in Australia and what is more to give financial 
support to family and friends in Vietnam
Nearly all Vietnamese claimed they were under acute financial pressures in their first 
three to five years of settlement. As one woman put it: 'We have option but to work for 
sake of the money. The Australian social security system is good, it helps you to 
survive, but it does not give you any good feeling at all. Besides we want to give our 
children a decent living.' Most of the women work to make a second income for the 
family. 'My own income allows me to send money to Vietnam without causing any bad 
feelings with my husband.' The men echoed the same sentiment when saying that their 
overtime pay was to help those of their family still living in Vietnam.
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The women say they work much harder in Australia and that they have no time at all 
for themselves. On top of a full time job the women, upon returning home, face 
household chores. The Christmas season is not the group's favourite time as it brings an 
extra heavy workload. One woman remarked: 'Despite my small size I have to load an 
average of 60 bags of 16 kg each day.'
Why we have stayed this long in our jobs
As mentioned earlier all the 51 workers held manual jobs during their initial 
settlement in Australia irrespective of their background and experience. The reason for 
this was straightforward. Once in Australia they were more or less left to their own 
devices. Except for normal migrant English classes there was no provision of any kind, 
such as training or retraining to help them utilise their previous experiences in the 
workforce. Their need of a job was so urgent that they accepted any available job. 
Consequently, at the beginning they worked as factory workers, usually taking the most 
menial, heavy or boring jobs. In contrast they are now Australia Post employees. The 
Australia Post is seen as a good, solid organisation, offering good working conditions. 
'What is more it is Government owned so much better than privately owned', said one of 
them. The Vietnamese working for Australia Post see themselves as public servants 
which sounds better than factory worker or kitchen hand. While they recognise that 
their job is by no means close to white collar work and that it offers only very limited 
opportunity for advancement, Australia Post offers an environment which is 
undoubtedly more 'palatable'. Further the actual work is cleaner: 'Work in a factory in 
an industry like car industry, is often heavier, filled with noise, drills, dust and oil. 
The Mail Centre is much cleaner as you can’t afford to have the mail and parcels 
getting dirty.'
The Vietnamese also enjoy the tea break. There are two tea breaks each lasting about 
15 minutes. 'This helps to break the day up.' There is also a meal break. Moreover it is 
less monotonous than assembly line work. Workers have various activities such as 
sorting, distributing, loading and unloading. Most of time like sorting activities best as 
they can still talk while doing this work with their hands. Dragging mail bags then 
loading them onto the vans is not popular among the Vietnamese as it is a heavy job 
given their small weight. 'Besides it disrupts conversation,' as one person remarked, 
'but fortunately this activity does not occur all day long.'
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The normal weekly wage after tax is about $300. On top there is overtime money. Most 
say they spend virtually all they earn. In comparison with the Australian average 
weekly wage the Vietnamese workers’ basic wage at the Mail Centre is quite a lot less. 
However, the overtime money brings them up to national average earnings. 'The 
Australia Post wage is low compared to a factory one and workers are not allowed to do 
too much overtime. This situation discourages younger people who want to earn more 
and who care less about status.' Yet by middle class, educated Vietnamese standards 
the positive aspects of working for the Post are greatly valued.
'Once settled in the work, then you know the ropes the work becomes easy, with no 
energy needed.' 'Only when unwell does it seem like strenuous work.'
Work/Social Atmosphere Among the Vietnamese at the Mail Centre
The Vietnamese readily admit they have a contagious disease: talking. Once one starts 
a conversation the talk flows freely. It is important to note that while they talk they 
continue to work. This is apparently not so for the Australians who typically stop 
working while talking. The Australians, it is noted, have a tendency to look into 
people's eyes in conversation. In contrast the Vietnamese can engage in an animated 
conversation back to back. The Monday, following weekends, is often noisy as the 
Vietnamese try to catch up with social news and gossip. 'We feel sorry for our 
Australian workmates when they stop working to reply to our question about their 
activities over the holidays or weekends. The supervisor is not happy to hear us 
chatting too much even though our working capacity remains undiminished. He often 
asks us to shut up or sends us to do other work so that conversation is disrupted'.
The majority of Vietnamese like to work at weekends because of overtime pay and also 
because they are able to have 'conversations' to their hearts' content, since at weekends 
the Vietnamese outnumber the other groups.
There is no shortage of topics covered by the Vietnamese. Vietnamese politics is a most 
favoured topic. Recent dramatic developments in Eastern Europe and in Russia fuel most 
discussion among the Vietnamese. They report various political scenarios for Vietnam 
in the future, and what they really want to guess is when such things might happen to 
Vietnam. As one man said: 'Everybody tries to guess when the Communist regime in 
Vietnam will face its demise. The weekend is the time for the old guard, educated
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA 1975-1990 93
group to display knowledge of international relations and politics, hoping to pass their 
pearls of wisdom onto the younger Vietnamese workers.'
Since the group is fairly well educated they like to reminisce about well known 
Vietnamese poetry; the masterpieces of earlier years. Among the Vietnamese living in 
Australia, there are also some outstanding cases of success and failure in business and in 
academic achievement. Hence they often form the topics of the day. Sometimes 
Vietnamese gang wars, or crime stories are added to the agenda. 'We don't need to read 
the newspapers; we get all the news at work.'
Social Interaction with Australian Workmates
There is little social interaction with Australian workmates outside the workplace. 
The Vietnamese find that after work they are too tired to do anything except go 
shopping for food or visiting close friends. Shopping around the 'ethnic' area can also be 
fun as they enjoy the familiar atmosphere of Asian grocers, restaurants and the people 
associated with them. The 'Asian smell' is found there and 'to capture the same 
atmosphere away from home is fun'.
In contrast, attending a get-together following invitation from Australians is seen as a 
must by the Vietnamese. A majority of the Vietnamese find their conversations with 
whites is superficial due to their lack of English language competence. 'Joking like the 
Aussies' is beyond the Vietnamese' reach. In addition the cultural gap between the two 
is considerable. The Vietnamese like to talk about Vietnam, their escape from 
communism, etc. their responsibilities toward other members of their families...all of 
which would certainly 'bore the Australians to death'. The Australians like to talk 
about cricket and football about which the Viets have no knowledge and no contribution 
to make. The Australians also like to talk about taking time off for holidays and 
overseas or interstate travel. The Vietnamese admitted: 'We like to hear about that, 
but feel rather sad and embarrassed because we cannot afford to do the same.'
The workers are also reluctant to bring their spouses and children to these functions. As 
one man put 'Then I have to introduce my wife to all my bosses.' This statement should 
be viewed in the context of Vietnamese social norms. This indicates that the wife 
would not feel at ease having to show respect to their bosses, as in Vietnamese custom. 
In Vietnam the wives share equally the husband's honour and status. As one wife
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remarked 'there is no high status in being a Mail Officer'. The Vietnamese know that 
the Australians don't expect the Vietnamese to behave according to their norms. 
Nevertheless the Vietnamese find it virtually impossible to ignore their own cultural 
traits.
'Some observations if we may...'
The Vietnamese report a mixed experience with respect to their supervisors.
On the positive side the Vietnamese were full of praise for one of their managers who 
happens to be a woman. They told of an incident when one of their Vietnamese 
workmates collapsed while working. The manager, having called the ambulance, 
rushed out to the front road which leads to the centre to guide the ambulance. The 
Vietnamese saw that action as very touching given that she was pregnant. Later, when 
the Vietnamese worker died she allowed the other Vietnamese time off to pay their 
tribute. The group then added: 'Later we tried to work much harder to show our 
gratitude to her'. Here the Vietnamese displayed a kind of loyalty to their employer 
which reflects Vietnamese notions of 'righteous behaviour'.
On the negative side some complaints were expressed about the handling of payments 
by some superiors and incorrect payments which occur very, very often. The odd part is 
the regularity with which the disadvantage is to the workers. For example: Mail 
officers often worked overtime on Friday nights from 10.30 to 12.30 with the 30 minutes 
after Friday midnight falling into Saturday. Following the rule of 'double pay' for 
Saturday work this 30 minutes should have been noticed and paid double. Somehow the 
correct overtime payments were not made for 'that 30 minutes'. Most people did raise 
the matter and complained once or twice but as one put it 'What you get is some mumble 
back which is incomprehensible'. Others said: 'You can't go on complaining about a few 
dollars. It seems petty and trivial. Besides you run the risk of developing a bad 
relationship with your supervisors'. Consequently workers just informed each other of 
the miscalculated pay 'to let off steams or just to curse' (sic). To some, this repeated 
miscalculation was interpreted as the direct result of the poor arithmetic ability of 
some superiors or simply their incompetence. Others, in what they call their 'Asian 
way of thinking and reasoning', were of the opinion that even if the supervisors 
accepted their mistake in calculation, they would not wish to admit their weakness to
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their subordinates. Obviously they would conceal their mistake in order to 'save their 
face'.
There was also 'irony and comedy' as some Vietnamese put it, in their work place. This 
occurred in the context of praise, compliment and reprimand received from their 
supervisors. In some instances they found the praise unmerited and felt they did not 
deserve it at all. One Vietnamese gave this example to illustrate his point:
Often the fast mail sorters got into trouble. Why? It was because they had sorted more 
letters and put them all into the appropriate boxes The 'trouble' came when they had 
only 5 minutes to clear these boxes. Obviously they could not clear as many of their 
boxes as those workers who had not sorted so many letters and so had fewer boxes to 
clear. The comedy and irony came when the slow sorters received, in broad smile, 
praises for clearing all their boxes promptly while those 'unfortunates' who had filled 
more boxes than they could clear were ridiculed. The latter could only curse inside or 
call upon the Emperor of Jade (ngoc Hoang) living up very high on the sky to come down 
and pass his judgment.
The Vietnamese explained that they had learned not to take 'criticism' seriously. At 
the same time they had also learned from experience 'not to be too efficient so as not to 
run the risk of being in trouble'. The older Vietnamese workers give this tip to all 
Vietnamese new comers.
Australia Post could improve its efficiency, waste less of its resources (labour) by 
paying more attention to the details of its management and operations
Example One: The location and arrangement of mail boxes, of the U.L.D. (Unit Loading 
Device) and other equipment are not 'scientifically' thought out. It often seems to the 
Vietnamese as if 'they were placed there by somebody long ago for long forgotten 
reasons'. Consequently, even mail officers who are used to the job, still at times have to 
search for the appropriate places and thereby waste considerable time. Another 
example involves the light bulb which is supposed to help workers check whether 
items of mail are left in the bags after emptying, 'its position is such that it only serves 
as an adornment'.
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Example two: Apparently there have recently been some great improvement in terms of 
the ULD arrangements. 'It was high time' one Vietnamese explained, 'Before, many 
many years have elapsed now, it was impossible to divide and stream mail into the 
area according to date and time sequence. As a result later mail was processed before 
mail arriving earlier, putting the latter behind time.'
Example three: 'Various bins, modules are full of dust while the wheels of carts or 
heavy devices are dirty and rusty and when pushed refuse to go. When they do go they 
wobble. Generally the mechanics sit idle and are only called to work if something 
breaks down. Then it often happens that it takes a lengthy time to find them, during 
which time eveiybody stops and the whole work waits.
The story which the Vietnamese liked to recount was an occasion when a heavy 
machine broke down causing much confusion. Efforts to locate an available mechanic to 
fix it were futile. A Vietnamese who worked as a cleaner said he knew how to fix it as 
he had been a mechanic back in Vietnam. Nobody took any notice of his words. Only 
when it was learned that the one who could do the job was on sick leave was the 
Vietnamese cleaner given 'a go as it would not hurt in this situation' according to the 
Australian supervisor. To everybody's surprise the cleaner repaired the machine 
within half an hour. This episode highlights the situation of the Vietnamese. Some do 
have skills and brains but they are seldom put to use.
'Wish that our brain could be used sometimes'
The above wish encapsulates the situation of Vietnamese who have found their skill 
and experiences in Vietnam unrecognised in Australia.
Why don't we seek promotion?
There exists no easy promotion route in Australia Post for the Vietnamese due to the 
nature of their work. The only direct advance they can hope for is to the level called 
'Senior Mail Officer'. To reach that they must first undergo training and then pass an 
examination. Of 51 respondents only five indicated they had sought promotion. Three 
had failed and two others were still waiting for the results. The rest did not express 
any real desire to seek promotion indicating that they did not feel like going through 
'the pain'. It was 'not worth it'. Some explained 'the worth' of being a Senior Mail 
Officer is an increase of only Australian $1000 per year but with added responsibility
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and the need to use more English. Sometimes a transfer from the current mail centre to 
another can follow. What deters the Vietnamese most is the responsibility of keeping 
an eye on the Mail Officers. This means 'spying' on their former fellow workers and 
giving them 'orders'. This is a situation the Vietnamese do not like to face. Generally 
they much prefer the cohesive unity of the group and of belonging rather than standing 
like a black sheep. Another concern is their feeling of inferiority on account of 
inadequate English. This is made worse by fear of not being accepted or kept in the dark 
by the whites. One of those Vietnamese who thinks his English is quite adequate and is 
quite confident of his ability to be a 'Senior Mail Officer' expressed hesitation in 
seeking promotion the following way: 'I save my energy to do other things likely 
writing books or something good for my mental health'. He was an ex-lecturer. 
Referring to the A$1000 pay increase some remarked 'That's not difficult to earn in 
Australia. One just has to do a bit of extra work or overtime'. Last but not least, the title 
'Senior Mail Officer' does not bring any kind of 'status' to the Vietnamese. Overall, 
applying for promotion is not really 'worth it' to the majority of them. A Vietnamese 
maxim runs: 'The more you are ambitious for fame, the more pain and trouble you have 
to suffer.' Perhaps some such thinking lies deep in the Vietnamese psyche.
Overview
This study shows a pattern of social immobility in terms of job advancement for this 
particular group of Vietnamese migrants even though they have long been resident in 
Australia. This might cause pessimism among those worried about social inequality. 
From the Vietnamese perspective, even though they cannot hope for anything 
significantly better they are not unhappy. They are not 'normal migrants’ with assets, 
plans and ambitions; they arrived as empty-handed refugees. Those married with 
children all stated that they were in Australia primarily for the future of their 
children and freedom.
They had paid a great financial and psychological price to escape. Most had bought 
their way out of Vietnam and were in debt upon arrival in Australia. Once in Australia 
they had to start afresh, while their responsibilities to other members of their 
families are in no way diminished. The Vietnamese doggedly fulfil their family 
responsibilities, while at the same time, optimising their potential opportunities in 
terms of education for their children. They place very great hope in their children's
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future once the latter acquire Australian education. To this end, they are prepared to 
make great sacrifice.
Setting up house is the most important step towards the kind of family life they used to 
know in Vietnam. Although they are of different religions, Buddhism or Christianity, 
it is certain they carry with them the Confucian value which places great emphasis 
upon family. Fear of having the family broken up further, following the trauma of war 
and escape, is very real. So to own a house is viewed as a necessity. This keeps all 
family members under the same roof and thus offers a sense of security and of belonging. 
To be able to set up house and pay the mortgage links up with the question of money.
The next most urgent need is a car. Usually a car is necessary to go to work and to take 
children to school. Sometimes two cars are required when there are two income earners 
in the family. This allow flexibility of movement and, importantly, more time for 
extra work. A study for the Committee on Economic Development of Australia (CEDA) 
1985, indicates that households with overseas-born heads spend a higher proportion of 
income on housing than do native bom Australians. The great emphasis the Vietnamese 
put on owning a house pushes them to accept any secure job just for the money. 
Employment with Australia Post meets this need. At Australia Post they have security 
of employment with predictable regular income, and the feeling of being able to meet 
regular mortgage payments. It follows that those with family do not have the 
flexibility of being able, easily, to move around. Once settled in one place with a secure 
job they start buying a house and other items. In the words of one ex-Colonel: 'We were 
moved around so much in Vietnam, in particular when we were kept in 'reeducation 
camps’; escaping to Australia and settling here is the last journey of our lives, we 
think.'
Age is another factor to take into account: 80% of the group are aged over 35, with 50% 
over 45 years of age. To start again with retraining or return to tertiary education to 
regain their former status seems remote. In the first place, the facilities are not readily 
available. Secondly, most believe they have lost touch with their former profession. In 
other cases, like that of ex-military men, it is obvious that their skills are not 
transferable. The same can be said about ex-teachers. ’To be requalified takes time, and 
even then one runs the risk of not having a job. Even if successful in getting a teaching job 
after requalification it might be somewhere quite inconvenient,' said one.
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Realistically, there is no easy answer to the question of how best 'to improve their lot'. 
On one side, it is a question of motivation and priorities. On the other side, it is the 
question of resources and facilities. In any case, there is a fundamental conflict between 
the 'individual nature' of promotion at work and the collective nature of the group's 
social relationship and social priorities.
Last but not least, there is the question of competence in English. It may well be that 
the English language courses for migrants leave a lot to be desired. In any case, how long 
and how effective can the courses be. One should not forget that the group has little 
chance to use English at work. Even for those with good English, the chance to use it at 
work is also limited. The reality is that it takes real effort, time and dedication to 
gain fluency in English. Such motivation is an individual matter and cannot be expected 
of everyone in a group such as this.
As things are, the Vietnamese help themselves towards economic self-sufficiency. 
They cannot help each other in English. Nor can they have their former qualifications 
recognised. In contrast, the future of their children, mostly the young and second 
generation of Vietnamese, looks surprisingly bright. According to this research they are 
performing well at school and gain access to higher education without problem. The 
children of these Mail Officers already include some 18 doctors, pharmacists, dentists, 
engineers and computer scientists. More are in training.
Some of the younger mail officers claim they might leave Australia Post some time to 
do something else, while some of the older people intend to set up a small business, or 
help their children to run businesses. For some, this will probably remain a dream, but 
for others it is quite likely to become reality. Either way, all agree: 'our worst time is 
over'.
Conclusion: Our lives go on and we make it, no worries, mate!
The group appear to have held on to their traditional values and priorities. The 
pragmatic application of these values to their decisions in Australia has helped them 
to settle in this vastly different land without too much stress. They accept their fate. 
They recognise their limits in English language proficiency and also the difficulty of 
utilising their former skills. Their thinking is that if a secure job can be found, the long
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term pay-off will be for their children in the future rather than for themselves now. 
This is the story for any immigrant of the first generation. For the Vietnamese the 
problems of migration are further exacerbated because these people had their life 
disrupted by war and revolution. Many of them have been political prisoners in re­
education camps. Overall, despite trouble at work, racial discrimination and hard 
work, life seems easy and peaceful. Nothing is a serious matter in Australia when one 
compares it with life under the Communist regime back home.
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CHAPTER 2: VIETNAMESE FACTORY WORKERS FROM THE MOTOR VEHICLE INDUSTRY
It is well known that the motor vehicle industry represents one of the major 
employment locations of Vietnamese within manufacturing. This section reports on an 
intensive survey of 30 manual workers from 3 major motor vehicle factories in Adelaide. 
The factories were:
General Motors Holden, Elizabeth 
Mitsubishi Motors, Tonsley Park 
ROH Wheels, Woodville 
Motor vehicle manufacturing represents one of the main sources of manufacturing 
employment in South Australia. The following data was gathered by a Vietnamese­
speaking interviewer during February and March 1990.
Some Background Issues
A number of general issues in the analysis of Vietnamese social mobility were raised in 
Part 1 of this study. One of the most important of these is the extent to which 
Vietnamese refugees have been unable to secure the type or level of employment they 
held previously in Vietnam. This problem is reflected in the concentration of many from 
high or middle status occupations in manual work, including work in factories.
In this case-study of Vietnamese motor vehicle workers, we examine the extent to 
which this group has been 'trapped' in low paid low status work. We examine both the 
work histories of the sample - in Vietnam and Australia - and the aspirations and 
plans of this group for the future.
The occupational position of motor industry factory workers may usefully be compared 
with that of the mail officers discussed in the previous case-study. The salient 
comparison here is the Vietnamese perception that factory work represents a lower 
status occupation than mail exchange workers. The reasons for this are discussed below. 
For the moment, it is merely hypothesised that given this comparative ranking of
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occupations, the profiles of Vietnamese in mail exchange work includes those with 
more education, and some from higher socio-economic backgrounds in Vietnam, 
compared with factory workers.
A further background issue in this case-study is the fate of former Vietnamese veterans 
in the Australian labour market. This issue was bracketed out of the analysis in Part 
One, due to particular difficulties in applying social mobility analysis simultaneously 
to active military occupations in a war situation, as well as civilian occupations.
Since one-third of the motor industry workers were former Vietnamese veterans, the 
opportunity is taken in this chapter to comment on this particular sub-group.
Profile of the Respondents
The 30 workers were all male, all born in Vietnam, and aged between 22 and 54. The 
majority of the sample were aged between 25 and 44 years of age. Their age distribution 
is listed in Table 60 and compared with that of the mail exchange workers discussed in 
the previous case study.
Table 60 Age Distribution of Factory Workers compared with Mail Exchange Workers
No. of factory No. of Mail
workers exchange workers
20-24 3 10.0% 0 0%
25-34 14 46.7% 8 15.7%
35-44 8 26.7% 22 43.1%
45-54 .5 16.7% 21 41.2%
30 51
The sample of motor vehicle workers is therefore significantly younger than that of the 
mail exchange workers.
1The length of residence of the 30 motor vehicle workers varies between 2 / 2  and 12 
years. In general, however the motor vehicle workers had a shorter period of residence 
than the mail exchange workers as indicated in Table 61 below.
Table 61 Length of Residence of Factory Workers compared with Mail Exchange 
Workers Factory Workers Mail Exch. Workers
9 + years 26.7% 60.8%
6 - 8 years 43.3% 33.3%
3 -5  years 30.0% 5.9%
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Taken together the factory workers were on average younger and with a shorter period 
of residence in Australian than the mail exchange workers.
The majority of the factory workers (20 out of 30) were married or in de facto 
relationships, although 3 were currently separated from their wives.
Previous Work History in Vietnam
Data on the work histories of this group in Vietnam is listed in Table 62.
Table 62 Previous Occupational Background in Vietnam
jspondent No. Age Background
1 34 Student
2 43 Lieutenant
3 22 Student
4 47 Captain
5 27 Fisherman
6 40 Lieutenant
7 28 Fisherman
8 49 Teacher
9 52 Major
10 33 Student
11 31 Fisherman
12 29 Student
13 32 Student
14 41 Helicopter Pilot
15 44 Pilot captain
16 38 Warrant Officer
17 27 Student
18 41 Sergeant
19 30 Student
20 21 Student
21 22 Student
22 34 Student
23 29 Student
24 33 Soldier
25 43 Fisherman
26 40 Mechanic
27 29 Student
28 31 Fisherman
29 54 Colonel
30 51 Self-employed
2This shows that around /3rds of the sample had previously been students or militaiy 
personnel, while only 2 came from a professional or business background. This particular 
grouping is not composed of former professionals trapped in factory work.
104 VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990
The large number of former veterans in this group raises a difficult issue for social 
mobility analyses, namely does movement from being a military officer in Vietnam to a 
factory worker in Australia constitute a downward or an upward pattern? This issue is 
further complicated because of sharp differences between pre-1975 veteran status and 
post-1975 incarceration. In conventional social mobility analysis the move from officer 
status to factory work applied to civilian occupations it would be regarded 
unequivocally as a downward movement. The former senior officers amongst our 
respondents also expressed a strong sense of movement down the social scale in taking up 
factory work. However many former veterans from more junior ranks, who have come to 
Australia as refugees from a wartorn country, often as former prisoners in re-education 
camps, the move is often experienced as having a positive side, because living in peace 
outweighs changes in status. The conventional assumptions of social mobility analysis 
should therefore be used with caution when analysing refugees.
The Search for Employment in Australia
As is to be expected, many of those currently employed in the motor industry had 
previously held a range of different jobs in Australia. Out of the current sample, 14 
mentioned work in farming, referring to the small Vietnamese-owned market gardening 
section of the industry north of Adelaide. In addition a range of other manual work had 
been undertaken in jobs such as cleaning, kitchen hand, handyperson, food processing 
and labouring. This experience is typical of Vietnamese migrants in the initial stages of 
the settlement process, and follows the pattern of concentration in low-status jobs 
discussed in Part One.
As also indicated in Part One the employment search process is often protracted, lasting 
a number of years, and involving significant periods of unemployment. The experience of 
these factory workers prior to obtaining full time secure work, was one in which 
unemployment was a very prominent feature. This unemployment experience is outlined
in Table 63.
Table 63 Unemployment Experience of Factory Workers 
Duration
less than 6 months
6 months -11 months 
1 year - 2 years 
more than 2 years 
other (full-time study)
% of sample
13.3%
16.7%
46.7%
20.0%
3.3%
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These data show that unemployment lasted for a year or more for around two-thirds of
this sample. To get some idea of the dominating effect of unemployment on this group, it 
is instructive to analyse the proportion of their residence in Australia that has been 
spent unemployed. These data are outlined in Table 64.
Table 64 Length of Residence in Australia and Period Unemployed
Respondent No. Age Length of residence Period of Time
in Australia (years) Unemploy.(yr)1 34 8 32 43 6 23 22 5 24 47 12 15 27 7 36 40 10 17 28 9 2
8 49 11
9 52 8 A „ 2 /210 33 6 1
11 31 5 2/3
12 29 7 1/4
13 32 8 */214 41 7 3
15 44 5 i
16 38 21/2 i17 27 5 2
18 41 9
19 30 6 */420 21 3 221 22 5 122 34 7 223 27 6 study
24 33 5 */4
25 43 8 V4
26 40 9 1 „ /227 29 6 1
28 31 4 */429 54 11 330 51 9 2
Altogether 8 out of the 30 factory workers (or 26.7%) had spent one-third or more of 
their time in Australia unemployed. In some this reflected a relatively short period of 
residence. They may also reflect specific difficulties in gaining employment for those 
without family support. However, several other cases emerged where married 
respondents with 5 or more years of residence have also spent a third or more of their
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time unemployed. Although it is hard to generalise from the complexities of 
individual cases, an over-arching general factor in nearly all of these is felt by our 
respondents to be English language difficulty.
The protracted nature of unemployment for Vietnamese is clearly one reason for taking 
and staying in the first relatively secure position that comes their way. Success in 
gaining employment in a major car industry factory may not be totally secure, because 
the industry has been subject to periodic phases of rationalisation and redundancy. Nor 
is it necessarily a preferred employment option. It does however offer a steady income, 
especially with opportunities for overtime. It is this steady income which is so crucial 
to the settlement process and especially the process of family re-construction.
It should also be emphasised that for former veterans, it is very hard to transfer any 
skills from the Vietnamese military context to assist in the process of job search in 
Australia. A military helicopter pilot of non-English speaking background has few 
transferable skills to bring to Australia.
Current Job
'I like having this job, but I don't like this career.’
The actual mechanism by which individuals found their current job varied. However, 
compared with the general Vietnamese sample discussed in Part 1 (see p. 82), a greater 
proportion of factory workers had used the Commonwealth Employment Service as a 
source of information and support in finding their current employment. The overall data 
on the means by which current job was obtained are outlined in Table 65.
Table 65 Means by which current factory work obtained
Commonwealth Employment Service 16 (54.8%)
This indicates the preponderant importance of the CES, where factory jobs are 
typically advertised, together with friendship networks and personal efforts. 
Generally speaking, the CES tended to be cited more often by those with 5 or less years 
of residence, while friends or personal efforts were mentioned more often by those with 
more than 5 years residence. This emphasises the key role of the CES in the early
Friends 
Own efforts 
Newspaper
7
6
1
(22 .1%)
(19.8%)
(3.3%)
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phases of settlement, where Vietnamese had few pre-established networks of their 
own to assist to the search for employment. As increasing numbers of Vietnamese 
speakers arrived, support networks gradually grew up whereby Vietnamese would 
recommend other Vietnamese for employment and give information to their friends and 
relatives about vacancies.
A CES manager indicated that over time Vietnamese have come to deal directly with 
certain significant employers of Vietnamese labour. This reduced the role of the CES in 
making introductions. However very many Vietnamese still lack such networks and 
continue to quire a considerable degree of assistance.
The current jobs of the Vietnamese factory workers are listed in Table 66.
Table 66 Current lobs Occupied by Vietnamese Factory Workers as Described by 
Respondents
Lathe worker 
Mechanic class 
Motor electrician 
Leading hand 
Computer programmer
They are primarily of an unskilled or semi-skilled nature, with some instances of 
skilled trades, but very few instances of promotion or movement into white collar work. 
The computer programmer in this group had tertiary experience in Vietnam, and has 
completed 4 years' further study in Australia. The leading hand, a man in his late 
forties, had been an officer in the Vietnamese army.
This group, with a background mainly as military personnel or students in Vietnam 
have ended up factory workers with little immediate prospect of further upward social 
mobility. A majority work a 6 day week, and a 10 hour day under current relatively 
buoyant conditions in the South Australian motor vehicle industry. This 60 hour week, 
based on regular hours plus overtime, is far in advance of the normal working week in 
Australia. It is also far in excess of the average working week of 40 hours cited by
Process worker 
Press operator
12
6
3
2
2
Welder
Foundry worker 
Assembly line worker
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Vietnamese-born workers in the 1986 Census. On this basis it is possible to gross from 
$550 to $650 per week as a process worker, as long as overtime continues to be available.
This pattern of long hours and hard work is maintained even where respondents have a 
wage-earning wife or partner. Sixteen of the sample have wives or partners living in 
Australia and of these, eleven wives are currently employed. The range of occupations 
is listed in Table 67.
Table 67 Occupations of Working Wives of Factory Workers
Sewing machinist 4
Food processing 3
Light engineering 1
Waitressing 1
Shop assistant 1
Child care centre 1
They range from sewing and waiting to factory worker in food processing or light 
engineering. Out of these eleven working-wives eight have husbands working 60 hours 
per week including overtime.
These data reflect the considerable pressure on Vietnamese families to create the 
conditions for family security. This involves buying a home, acquiring a car and 
household electrical equipment, and, where appropriate, to give financial support to 
family members overseas. While considerable emphasis has been placed on the co­
operative nature of Vietnamese community life, it should also be stressed that 
competition between families is considerable in terms of acquisition of symbols of 
success.
These pressures are endured by some in a pragmatic way, by others with a considerable 
degree of job dissatisfaction. This is reflected in the negative or reluctant character of 
many answers to the question 'How do you like your job?' Only four out of the thirty 
respondents expressed unambiguously positive feelings about their job. These however 
comprised the computer programmer, the motor electrician and two of the three welders 
- that is, those occupying positions with a higher skill content. For the remainder, 
mainly process workers and press operators, comments ranged from pragmatic 'its OK', 
or 'I like it a little, but it's not interesting' to expressions of reluctance or boredom 
'Sometimes I'm very bored', to outright resignation 'I have to like it', 'I don't like, but I 
had to do it', to more unequivocal negativity 'I hate it!'
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In spite of the compelling evidence of job dissatisfaction, it is evident that virtually no 
factory workers had applied for promotion within the factory to become supervisors or 
foremen. Some felt that the motor industry was 'no career for promotion', implying the 
lack of a career structure. A 40 year old respondent felt he was too old to apply, while 
others felt they were not suitable. Only the computer programmer and leading hand 
had applied for promotion at some stage. What is very striking about this is the lack of 
any overt aspirations to become supervisors or foremen.
This situation appears a realistic one in the sense that no Vietnamese are employed as 
salaried staff members in either General Motors Holden or Mitsubishi. In figures 
supplied by the Human Resources sections of these firms, it was indicated that General 
Motors in South Australia employed 220 Vietnamese out of a workforce of 5447. None of 
them occupied one of the 550 staff positions, although 1 staff member was reported as 
Indo-Chinese. Similarly of the 60 Vietnamese employed by Mitsubishi out of a total 
workforce of 3993, none were occupying staff positions. The higher proportion of 
Vietnamese employed in GMH reflects its geographical location in the northern suburbs 
where most Vietnamese live. Mitsubishi by contrast in located south of the city.
The job aspirations of factory workers generally involved scientific, skilled technical, 
or small business activity. In Table 68, the aspirations of those currently employed as 
process workers, press operators or assembly workers are outlined in relation to age and 
job in Vietnam.
Table 68 Tob Aspirations of Vietnamese Process. Assembly and Other Semi-Skilled 
Workers
Respondent Age Job in Vietnam Current job Tob most like to do
1 34 Student Process worker Light work
2 43 Lieutenant Press operator Teacher
3 22 Student Process worker Back to school-study
5 27 Fisherman Process worker Computer operator
6 40 Lieutenant Process worker Teacher
7 28 Fisherman Press operator Electronics
8 49 Teacher Process worker Engineer
9 52 Major Process worker Too old
10 33 Student Press operator Skilled work
11 31 Fisherman Process worker Mechanic
14 41 Helicopter pilot Process worker Pilot
15 44 Pilot captain Assembly worker Not assembly work
18 41 Sergeant Process worker Skilled work not in
car factory
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Respondent Age lob in Vietnam Current job lob most like to do
19 30 Student Press operator Manager/technician
20 21 Student Process worker Computer operator
21 22 Student Process worker Truck driver
25 43 Fisherman Process worker Don't know
28 31 Fisherman Press operator Have own boat to fish
29 54 Colonel Press operator Too old
30 51 Self-employed Assembly worker Have own business
These data indicate that job aspirations went well beyond low levels of skill
utilisation in factory work. Aspirations included professional or technical employment, 
such as teaching, engineering or computing. In some cases aspirations involved return to 
the same or similar type of employment that had been followed in Vietnam - e.g. 
fishing, self-employment, aviation. Even for those who had no clear sense of an 
alternative preferred occupation, every indication was given of the wish to obtain more 
skilled work than was available in the car factories.
Respondents were also asked whether they had looked for work interstate. One lathe 
operator in his late 20s indicated he saw little point in this, in that 'anywhere is the 
same' with respect to work. Altogether four out of the thirty respondents had looked 
interstate for work in the cities of the east coast, while another respondent had moved 
from Perth to Adelaide in search of work. Three of these five were single or separated. 
The general opinion is that interstate movement for work is much easier for single than 
married people, for whom family and community ties limit mobility. The attractions 
are offset by the separation from family and friends settled in South Australia.
Factors Affecting the Search for Employment Promotion and Upward Mobility 
'Very tired. No time to study.'
English language skills are regarded by most factory workers as crucial to success in 
employment. However most estimate their own skills as not good even after five years 
or more of residence, and only two regarded their English as reasonable or good. Few 
were currently studying English, and the most commonly cited reason was lack of time. 
This is not surprising in view of the long working week already described. In addition, 
two respondents suggested that high levels of English competence were not actually 
needed in their current employment. One of these was a process worker, but the other, 
interestingly was the computer programmer. It is clear that difficulties in
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participating in study due to long hours of work severely limit the chance of upgrading 
English and other skills.
Another inhibiting factor mentioned earlier is the lack of transferable skills of those 
Vietnamese who were veterans prior to 1975, and often incarcerated in prison-camps for 
some years after 1975. For this group relatively secure employment with opportunities 
for income-maximisation through overtime represent 'the best we can hope'. Some 
veterans do have aspirations beyond this, but they are also realists and are not 
prepared to remain unemployed pending re-training or upgrading skills. Hence they 
settle for work which many feel is boring and lacking in challenge. The older the 
worker the more likely he is to settle for this type of work.
A third and over-riding factor influencing the social mobility of Vietnamese is that 
they are refugees seeking above all else security, peace, and freedom from political 
coercion. While their motivations may be partly materialistic the acquisition of a 
home, car and consumer goods is related primarily to a need for security.
Conclusion
The overall picture of Vietnamese factory workers in the motor industry in South 
Australia is that this kind of employment is taken up by most through lack of a more 
attractive alternative. This occupation does not in itself lead to upward social mobility 
except in the sense that those previously unemployed or working intermittently now 
obtain relatively secure work. There are, moreover, certain parallels here with the 
mail exchange workers discussed in the previous chapter. While the mail officers 
generally had a higher socio-economic and educational background, they like the 
factory workers have settled - often reluctantly - for job security above job aspirations. 
This tendency is related both to the insecurities faced by refugees from warfare, and to 
the initial experience of protracted unemployment in Australia. Neither available 
ESL provisions nor labour market training schemes have made a radical impact on this 
immobility, and it is difficult to see how far such programs can attract the 
participation of people working 50-60 hours per week.
Another related point is the preference of most Vietnamese for self-sufficiency and self- 
help both with respect to individuals and households. Although the CES is used to 
finding work, especially in the earliest years, Vietnamese also trust their own
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networks of friendship and information even more. For those in employment, a certain 
pride was expressed in 'not drawing the Government dole'. However self-reliance can 
also be a relatively empty experience for car workers who have lost other close family 
members in Vietnam or in transit. In such cases a job with little intrinsic satisfaction 
cannot so readily be used as the basis for re-constructing a household, because this 
cannot be shared with those who have recently died in tragic circumstances. Amongst 
our car worker sample were a respondent who had lost his wife at sea, and another, 
separated from his wife, whose son died at sea. These cases remind us that the 
problems of working in routine factory environments are doubly burdensome for those 
who have few family or friends with whom to share the fruits of their labour.
It remains true therefore that this group remain Vietnamese refugees first and factory 
workers second. For those of the group that are former veterans a major opportunity to 
feel pride and a sense of worth is provided not by the work environment, but by 
participating alongside other veterans in the Anzac Day Parades.
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CHAPTER 3: WHAT HAPPENED TO THEM: THE HEALTH PROFESSIONALS IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA
This study examines the experience and current conditions in Australia of those 
Vietnamese who qualified as doctors and pharmacists in Vietnam. An attempt is made 
to present, briefly, their case histories. The focus is on how they attempt to regain their 
former status and whether they survive or thrive in their adopted land.
Composition of the Group
A total of 25 people are involved in this study. This number represents virtually the 
total number of Vietnamese ex-doctors and ex-pharmacists who are now living in South 
Australia. The number comprises of two groups:
1. 19 ex doctors (6 women and 13 men)
2. 6 ex pharmacists (4 women and 2 men)
They are all married. The group includes six couples. Except for one couple they all 
have children ranging from one to four per couple. They are all aged from 36 to 49; 65% 
are over 40 years old.
All have been resident in Australia for at least 6 years. The first came to Australia in 
1975 immediately after the fall of South Vietnam. All have taken up Australian 
citizenship at the earliest opportunity.
Case Histories
For the Vietnamese brought up in a tradition which respects learning, doctors, 
pharmacists are highly regarded; indeed that is all the more so since they are viewed 
as earning much higher than usual income as well. As such this group is equally 
accorded high status. Moreover, in Vietnam it is difficult to enter Medicine School due 
to severe competition for places. To graduate in medicine is something to be proud of. To 
waste all the necessary study is something a Vietnamese would never do, unless forced 
by irreversible circumstance.
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Arriving in Australia as a refugee one has to start afresh. From a refugee’s point of view 
it is easy to survive in Australia as there is a generous welfare system. Yet to regain 
former status is a very difficult thing for the Vietnamese in Australia's vastly 
different society. Individuals seek to do so by various routes. These routes take varying 
periods of time. Here are nearly all the South Australian case histories to date, 
presented chronologically in terms of their year of registration or anticipation of 
registration in Australia.
The Ex-doctors
Case 1: now 49 years old. He graduated in medicine in 1967. He worked for 8 years as a 
neurosurgeon in a public hospital as well as his own surgery. Arrived in Australia in 
1975 in the first batch of Vietnamese refugees to arrive here. Unlike other Vietnamese 
he did not enrol in any English course. Equally, he is a special case in that he had, 
while living in Vietnam, known and learned from an Australian doctor. Consequently, 
upon arriving, with the help of his former Australian lecturer, he was granted work 
practise in an Adelaide hospital. Subsequently, in 1980, he was able to register with 
the State Medical Board to practice in South Australia. The reason behind this was an 
urgent need to deal with the Vietnamese refugee influx streaming into the State. He is 
the first Vietnamese to regain his status as a G.P. in South Australia.
Case 2: female, 40 years old. She graduated in 1974 and had only a few months of 
practice before leaving for the U.S.A. in the wake of the fall of South Vietnam. She 
spent a year in the U.S.A. where she passed the ECFMG exam. She arrived in 
Adelaide in 1976 and was able to gain clinical work experience. In 1981 she was 
allowed to register with the State Medical Board to practice in South Australia in the 
same manner as Case 1. She continued to work in a hospital while doing a part-time 
specialised course in anaesthetics. She later gained recognition as an anaesthetist.
Case 3: Now in mid forties, and wife of case 1 and older sister of case 2. She graduated 
in 1972 and worked for three years in a public hospital prior to her arrival with her 
husband in Australia in 1975. She did not enrol in an English course. With her husband 
she requested recognition of her qualifications but without success. Consequently she 
tried to take the American ECFMG and then took the examination of the S.A. Medical 
Board in 1979 but failed. In the meantime, very much like her husband, she worked as 
Senior RMO, Grade 6 in 2 hospitals. She found this work most useful, and practical in
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helping her to pass the later AMC examinations to regain her status. She received her 
registration in 1982. Her determination to regain her profession lay as much in her 
desire not to waste her previous training, as in the need for doctors who possess both 
Vietnamese language and an understanding of Asian cultural norms.
Case 4: 39; male. He graduated in 1977 but did not have any chance to practise in 
Vietnam due to his plan for escape. He arrived Adelaide in late 1978. He spent a year 
learning English, with desire to return to his profession. In 1980 he was allowed to sit in 
on the Year Three program of Flinders University. As a consequence he was officially 
accepted to do Year Four. Having entered half way into the program he found it hard to 
study due to his lack of previous courses' foundation as well as English capacity to deal 
with the reading materials. Nevertheless, he made it to Year Five. At the same time 
he was successful in the examinations set by AMC, so was able to register as a G.P. in 
1984. He is the third Vietnamese to gain registration.
Case 5: now 44 years old. She qualified as an M.D. in 1972, had eight years practise in 
both public and private sectors in Vietnam. She escaped to Australia in 1981 with two 
young children. Her husband was being held in a re-education camp at the time. 
Realising the importance of English she devoted two full years to language study being 
determined to get back to the profession of her own choice. She also believed there was 
a need for a female Vietnamese doctor in South Australia. She did not enter university. 
Instead she opted for the 'self study' path and spent days and nights in study which 
she likened to 'walking in the maze without knowing which way is right to take you 
out'. Nevertheless she added 'without a husband to look after she did not have to 
spend any time preparing food and shopping for food'. All her effort and energy went 
into study. As such, she did not have any social life at all. She suffered great financial 
hardship living strictly on the dole with constant worry about the fate of her husband; 
sending part of her money home hoping to gain his early release. Looking after her 
children was not a problem as they were good. Nevertheless she wanted to give them a 
decent life in Australia even without having a father to support them. In 1985 having 
passed all examinations and requirements by the Medical Board she was able to 
register as a G.P. She also succeeded in having her husband reunited with her in 
Adelaide in 1984.
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Case 6: 39 years old. He graduated in 1979 and had 8 months practice in Vietnam. He 
escaped with his wife and three young children. With his family he first settled in 
Queensland in 1981. Later, having heard from his friends in Adelaide (cases 6&7) about 
the better chance of entering University to requalify in medicine, he moved there in 
1983. At first he was allowed to sit in the medicine programme offered at Hinders 
University. Later he was allowed official admission to the 4th year programme. He 
graduated in 1986.
Case 7:48 years old. He graduated in 1967. He had nine years of experience, working as 
a medical doctor in both hospital and private surgery. He escaped by boat with his 
wife and three children. They were allowed to enter Australia in December 1977. They 
first settled in Perth. As his Vietnamese qualification was not recognised he decided to 
get an Australian one. However, he was unable to enrol in the Medical Faculty of a 
local University. Instead he enrolled in a health science course from which he 
graduated, after three years of study, with a B.Sc. in Applied Science. He got his first 
full time job as a Health Surveyor for a local Council. He worked for a year in this 
position while retaining his wish to get back to his former profession. After making 
various enquiries through Vietnamese friends about being requalified he learned that 
Adelaide offered the best chance as there was a group of Vietnamese doctors in a 
similar situation as himself who had formed a group 'To wage a struggle by studying for 
requalification with unofficial help from Australian doctors'. Consequently he left his 
wife and three children in Perth to come to live in Adelaide to join this group to 
'enhance his chance of success'. It took him from 1983 to 1987 to reach his goal.
Case 8: 37 years old; male. He is a class mate of case 5. Graduated in 1979 with only 9 
months of practice as a medical doctor in a public hospital. In 1981 he escaped with his 
own family: his wife, two children, and his parents, by boat from Vietnam and was 
allowed to resettle in Australia. He spent three months learning English like many 
other new arrivals. Prior to undertaking serious study to requalify he worked as a 
farmer, a job which he said 'brought no joy at all except for its money.' In 1983 he 
entered Adelaide University, Faculty of Medicine, starting in year two of the degree 
program. He cited English as his main problem during his University time. 
Nevertheless with much effort he graduated in 1987.
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Case 9: 35 years old; wife of Case 7. She graduated in Vietnam the same year as her 
husband, being his class-mate. She had only 8 months practice as a M.D. in a public 
hospital. Upon arrival in Australia she spent a year doing English with good results. 
Both husband and wife sought recognition of their qualifications but without success. 
They decided to return to the university, 'the sure and safe way ' to requalify. Prior to 
returning to tertiary education she had worked as a Teacher's Assistant, a job which 
did not suit her at all. She entered Adelaide University, starting with year one in 1983. 
She did not have any difficulty studying. English was no problem to her. She 
graduated in 1988. Upon graduation she had no trouble finding a job.
Case 10:36 years old. He graduated in Vietnam in 1978 and had one year of practice in a 
public hospital. In 1981 he escaped by boat with his wife and two young sons aged 1 and 
3. They spent a considerable time in a refugee camp in Malaysia where they produced 
another son. Finally they were sponsored to enter Australia by the Vietnamese 
community in South Australia. They arrived in 1983. He spent his first year learning 
English. Then in 1985 he enrolled at Hinders University, starting in the second year. 
He passed all course requirements last year and is now in his internship. He will gain 
registration next year, 1991.
Case 11: 41 years old, married with four children. He had three years of practice in 
Vietnam before escaping in 1981. He first settled with his family in Tasmania then 
later moved to Adelaide in 1983 to be near ex-doctor friends (cases 5 and 7). To further 
his wish to re-qualify he entered university to study medicine, beginning year 2. He 
had to repeat years four and five due to English language problems as much as 'bad 
luck*. In the end he got through year 6 and is now in his internship.
Case 12: 39 years old; male. Graduated in 1978 and had three year's practice in both 
public and private sector. He escaped by boat with his wife who was also a medical 
doctor. They arrived in Adelaide in 1981. He spent a year doing an advanced English 
course for Interpreters and Translators of Level Two. He tried to have his medical 
qualification recognised but without success. He said he realised the impossibility of 
being granted recognition but he did so to strengthen his request for permission to be 
trained at a University. He was allowed to enroll at Adelaide University, starting at 
the beginning. He graduated in 1989 and at the moment is in his internship at Royal
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Adelaide Hospital. 'The light at the end of the tunnel finally becomes very clear', he 
remarked, knowing that his former status is regained.
Case 13: 45 years old; male. He graduated in 1970 and worked thereafter as Head of the 
Medical Service in a Southern Province until the fall of South Vietnam in 1975. From 
then until his escape in 1979 he had some chance to practise as a private medical 
doctor. He arrived in Adelaide with his young wife and a son together with his in­
laws in 1979. He has since had another child. He studied English for six months and 
found it useful but not at all sufficient for him to pass the English medical test. He has 
been sticking to the wish to be requalified. At this stage he has passed the first part of 
the Part Two requirement. He still has to face the clinical test which he hopes to take 
at the end of this year, 1990.
Case 14: 48 years old; male. He graduated in 1970 and had 13 years of practice as a 
medical doctor in both private and public hospitals. In 1984 he escaped with his wife 
and three children. They were accepted to resettle in South Australia. From the start 
he spent one and a half years learning English; something he has continued to do as he 
readily admitted, 'My English is not good enough'. He has never given up his hope to be 
requalified. With a fervent determination 'to try until dying days' to regain his former 
status he has been devoted to study. Only this year has he passed the stage two 
examination. He has yet to pass the clinical test which he'll try to take in September 
1990.
Case 15: now 37 years old; male. He graduated in 1980 and had two years of experience 
in Vietnam. He escaped with his wife and two children. Since arriving in Adelaide in 
1985 he has nurtured the idea of being requalified. To this end he spent a year studying 
English and has been involved with a 'Like-wise group' to study. To date he just failed 
the second part. He hopes to retry it soon.
Case 16: 35 years old; wife of case 15. Graduated in 1981 and had no chance to practise. 
She escaped with her husband and two children. She arrived in Adelaide in 1985. She 
spent two years studying nothing but English with very good results. She had another 
child. As she could not have her qualification recognised she has decided to enter 
university to requalify. Early this year she gained admission to start medicine Year
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Two at Flinders University. She hopes she will graduate one day, given that her 
English is good.
Case 17: Now forty years old; male. He graduated in 1977 and had 4 years of practice as 
a medical doctor. In 1983 he left Vietnam by boat with his wife and two young children. 
After nearly a year living in a refugee camp in S.E.A. the family was sponsored by the 
ICRA (Indochinese Refugees Association) in S.A., to come to settle in Mount Gambier. 
Having failed to get his medical qualification recognised, he moved to Adelaide to 
live so as he could 'be in an environment whereby to study to regain his status'. He spent 
two years to study English and passed the Medical English test in 1986. To this day, he 
had not got through the second part. Like his friend, case 13, he is still at it and will sit 
for this examination in July this year, 1990.
Case 18: now 49 years old; male. He graduated in 1967 and had about ten years of 
experience in both public and private hospitals. He was one of the 'early' refugees to 
enter Australia (1978). At first he settled in Melbourne with his family, then he moved 
to Adelaide to live upon hearing news of 'this good potential place for requalification’. 
For the past 10 years he has been devoted to study to reach his aim which is to be 
qualified again. To date the goal is still far from reach. He has not got through the 
second part of the examination.
Case 19: 39 years old, female, wife of case 12. She graduated in 1977 and had three 
years of practice. Together with her husband she arrived in Adelaide in 1981. She 
spent 6 months doing English full time so she could study to return to her profession. She 
was allowed to be an observer and to sit in at Queen Elizabeth Hospital. She was later 
allowed to do refreshing course, Year Five at Hinders Medical Centre. As she said, she 
really struggled and did not dare to face the exam. Personal reasons were the real cause. 
Instead she got a job as a School Assistant 'to earn money to help her husband to qualify 
first'. She still works in this job to this day. She says she hopes to requalify still but as 
she also says: 'I am old already, what can I do? In addition I have been out of practice 
for a long time'.
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The ex-pharmacists
Case 20: Now in his mid forties. He graduated in Vietnam in 1971 and had five years of 
experience. He arrived in Australia in 1978. Two years later he returned to University 
and graduated in 1984 being the first Vietnamese in S.A. to regain his status.
Case 21: now 37 years old. He graduated in 1975 and had three years of work as a 
pharmacist. He left Vietnam in 1979. Upon arriving in Australia he had three months 
studying English. To get back to his profession he enrolled to do pharmacy at the 
university and graduated in 1985 after three years of full time study.
Case 22:40, female. Escaped by boat with a seven year old son. She arrived in Adelaide 
in 1984. She spent six months learning English in the hope of returning to tertiary 
education. She entered Year Two pharmacy offered at the Institute. Although she 
suffered great financial hardship apart from being a single mother she managed to 
graduate in 1989. Since then she had no difficulty getting a job. She is now working for 
National Pharmacies.
Case 23: 39 years old, female. Graduated in 1978. She arrived in Adelaide in 1984. She 
spent 6 months studying English full-time then enrolled as a mature age student in year 
12 at high school. After her success in gaining matriculation she entered university 
studying pharmacy. She graduated in 1989.
Case 24: now 40 years old; female. She graduated in 1974 and operated her own 
pharmacy for one year only due to the fall of South Vietnam. She left with her 
husband and two children in 1980. Three months after her arrival in Adelaide she 
enrolled at the Institute to study pharmacy, starting Year Two. She could not get 
through that year due to health reasons. In fact she struggled in her study, besides 
coping with the immediate post arrival settlement. She gave up her study upon her 
doctor's advice. She enrolled in the Interpreters and Translators course. She has had 
various jobs since. It seems she has given up her chance to qualify again.
Case 25: now 47 years old, wife of case 14 in the Medical Doctors group. She graduated 
in 1970 and managed a private pharmacy until 1975. After that she worked, in a public 
capacity. In all she had over ten years of experience. She escaped with her husband 
and children from Vietnam, and was granted entry to Australia in 1984. The family
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first settled in Sydney but made their way to Adelaide for ’better chance of success'. 
She spent three full years studying English. Since she was unable to receive recognition 
of her Vietnamese qualification she sought to regain her profession by starting again. In 
1988 she gained admission to the pharmacy program, Year Two. Though she felt her 
English was 'good enough' she only dared to do the second year part time. She hopes to 
graduate in a few years time.
The Ausralian Experience
In their effort to requalify the ex-doctors and ex-pharmacists claim to have faced a: 
'nerve breaking time' caused by 'The nagging fear of wasting all those years studying 
without result'. In addition 'seeking continuous dole to study is humiliating'. Wife of 
Case 11 shared the enormous tension each time her husband attempting having an 
exam. On his last chance she prayed as much as he did that 'bad luck would not befall 
him'. On the previous occasion he had to diagnose an old man who was both difficult as 
a patient and mumbled. As a result, case 11 could not understand him which resulted in 
his failure. When he finally graduated, the wife was so elated that she broke the 
news to all her friends and said it was the happiest moment in her life in Australia. 
'Better', she said than when her husband, four children and herself landed safely 
ashore having faced a rough sea journey on their way to 'freedom'.
Lack of 'proficiency' in English is also a cause of concern. Consequently a lot of effort has 
to be put in. Case 10 said :'I mumbled English like mad to myself to make sure I could not 
forget it.' The reality is there is not much opportunity to speak it. Case 14 remarked, 
'one tends to bury one's nose in books. Studying with a group of Vietnamese excludes 
English conversation as well.'
Equally, lack of support and understanding from family members can be detrimental to 
study. A spouse has been cited as the most important contributor to success. Case 13 was 
threatened with divorce by his wife due to his 'negligence of husband's duties'. Poor 
Case 13 had to take a year off. The wife later said she felt sorry for her husband so 
encouraged him to study again. Mr. K. could never bring himself to study again after a 
fatal accident in 1985 in which his wife and a young child were run over by a train.
Case 10 virtually went to live at Flinders Medical Centre to get away from his three 
noisy and hyperactive young boys. His wife nearly 'went berserk' looking after the
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three 'devils' as she called them. She often asked people to come to her trust house to 
see the 'art work' of the boys who 'painted' virtually every corner of the house. 
Occasionally she carried Vietnamese food to the Medical Centre for him to eat. Case 21 
said her husband 'deserved a top medal for supporting her mission which to study'. In 
fact she left all house chores and three children to him to look after while she either 
locked herself in her room or spent hours in the library at the university studying. In 
addition he had to collect her late in the evening from university.
Case 6 left his wife and children in Perth for a year to live in the hospital in Adelaide 
so as to learn as much as possible. During Christmas time his wife and the children 
joined him and they were all very lucky to be given an extra room in the hospital for 
three months.
One couple (Case 14 and Case 25) are both studying despite their 'Good Age’. 
Examination time is the worst time for this family as their three children are also 
studying. They refer to themselves as 'A Mad house'.
They are equally confused over the admissions style of the various universities. In some 
cases three people of equal standing requested entry at the same time with the result 
that only one was successful. The Vietnamese view this as a lottery.
'How Good or How Bad is our English?'
Most respondents assess their English language capacity in conversation and writing as 
being 'fair' or 'good' or 'in between'. Nevertheless they are at a loss to grasp the level 
of ’proficiency’ required to gain recognition of their qualifications in Australia. As one 
person put it, ’Obviously you have to speak, understand and write good English to feel 
comfortable in dealing with clients. However, one tends to feel that the accreditation 
boards and professional associations set artificially high barriers to limit people from 
entering their profession.’
Some reminisced about the English examinations that they were required to sit by the 
Australian Medical Council (AMC): ’These examinations are ever so difficult. They 
require not only very good English but also a thorough knowledge of all aspects of 
Australian general medicine and practice.’ ’Ten or twelve year’s practice in Vietnam
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does not help one bit in this', said one ex-doctor who is still struggling to gain 
recognition after 9 years.
Case 7 expressed some bitterness at failing twice both the English test and the clinical 
test. He argued that having received a Bachelor's degree in Australia, suggested the 
sufficiency of his English. He had over these years learned more and practised more 
English. His repeated failure in medicine more than demoralised him. The fact that 
people are permitted only three chances added to the psychological pressure. Those in 
the same situation agreed with his comment. What is worse is that when they seek 
counsel they are simply asked to 'try harder and again'. Another factor is that the 
score or mark is not disclosed. They feel they are kept in the dark about the extent to 
which they must 'try harder'. They all say they have tried very hard already. Some 
admitted that when they got through the various exams in the end they, in fact, were 
not in any better form, and in some cases, worse form than on earlier occasions. Some 
suspect they are merely being 'delayed'.
Moreover it is very difficult for the Vietnamese to say what kind of English they need 
to acquire. One joked 'Country English’ indicating the likelihood of having to work 
with people in the countryside where, the Government said, there is a need for general 
practitioners. Those who have gained recognition and registration are now serving all 
sorts of clients, including white Australians, 'I can deal with them without any sweat’, 
said one.
'We are in their Hands'
'The Aussies with power over the health professions, in particular the Australian 
Medical Council (AMC), are capricious and temperamental', remarked Case 14. His 
friends readily nodded their heads in agreement. 'Capricious or temperamental' in 
terms of their policy making they explained, 'It has been the practice that they reduce 
the number of doctors to be requalified for quite a few years then they expand the 
number a bit under pressure. Then they tighten their grip again.' 'There is no policy at 
all', said Case 9 jokingly ’so luck plays its part, especially with the clinical test, when 
you are in the hands of two examiners'. Five out of the '7 self-taught people group' 
passed the second part early this year (1990) 'a record passing rate'. They said that 
they had 'benefitted from criticism of some people of inadequate recognition of overseas 
qualifications'.
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'Election year at the State or Federal level also helps,1 said Case 12. 'At least the 
government keeps its promises for a little while.' This remark referred to the Prime 
Minister, Mr. Hawke's words in his speech about the National Agenda for a 
Multicultural Australia.
They particularly welcomed the enlightened remark made by Sir William Keys, 
Chairman of NOOSR regarding the curious way the government is seeking the 
immigration of overseas doctors, while within the country there are already people 
whose qualifications are not recognised. They also welcomed last year’s change in the 
person playing the crucial role of Chairman of AMC. To the Vietnamese group under 
study, although they have never seen the new Chairman, they had heard on the 
grape-vine that he is 'kind and considerate and has lots of feeling for overseas-trained 
doctors'.
The various bridging courses which have been introduced since last year and which 
often last about a year were highly valued by those 7 Vietnamese who were able to 
participate. 'We only wish such courses had been introduced much earlier to save us 
from spending lots of time walking in darkness without a torch'. The introduction of a 
kind of training allowance is also well viewed. Before, they were on unemployment 
benefit while training.
While they struggle, they are full of praise for a group of Australian doctors, at grass 
roots level, who have really helped the Vietnamese to study. These doctors are known 
as 'Friends of the Vietnamese'. Particular mention is made of Dr. Ian Buttfield, a Senior 
staff member of Queen Elizabeth Hospital, whose devoted, volunteer help, may 
largely account for the Vietnamese rate of success. Without him and other ' Good 
Australian Friends', those who are self-taught would not have been so successful.
Overview
Until last year, three paths were available to Vietnamese health professionals. 'They 
are all rough paths':
1. To drop out completely by accepting any available job. Three ex-doctors and two 
pharmacists took this path.
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2. Enter university and start from the beginning again. However, this option is not 
commonly available to the Vietnamese migrants, in particular the older one 
due to entry restriction. Often there is only one person admitted. In some year 
there is none at all. Six ex-doctors and three ex-pharmadsts took this path.
3. Study alone; remaining self-taught and self-trained possibly with help from 
some professional in an informal way. Ten cases have taken this path.
The Current Situation 
The ex-doctors
There are 7 general practitioners and 1 specialist, 6 being women, operating 6 surgeries 
with one shared by a husband and wife team. All surgeries are situated in the North 
Western Adelaide area where there is a concentration of migrants, including 
Vietnamese and their businesses. Four of them have an annual income above $50,000, 
three above $40,000.
Three Vietnamese are in their internship until the end of this year, 1990. They earn 
incomes of above $35,000 and hope to open their own surgeries.
Five people passed the second part of the written examination and are waiting for the 
last leg of their 'long journey’ which will take place in September 1990. They all say 
'We will stick to our guns' until successful. They are receiving training allowances, 
equal to the Austudy allowance.
Two men, having failed the second part of the written examination for the first time, 
are preparing to resit it possibly in July, 1990. They receive training allowances.
One woman (case 16) is in her second year of medicine at university. Her future looks 
promising. Case 19 is still undedded about embarking on medicine 'again' or whether 
'to be content' with being a teachers' assistant earning $20,000 a year.
The Ex-pharmacists
Four people (two men and two woman) requalified with two running their own chemist 
shop. The other two hope to follow their footsteps but are facing financial restraint. 
One just finished second year pharmacy at an institution on a part time basis. She hopes 
to finish the course in three to four year's time. Two are working as professional
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interpreters and translators. One of them hopes to return to university but also 
indicates, 'I have not gained courage to face the tough task yet.'
The complaints of respondents over the recognition of overseas professional 
qualification are certainly not new. At neither State nor Federal level has there been 
much action taken to remedy deficiencies. As a consequence the former doctors and 
pharmacists have been left to their own devices. Determination, effort and resilience 
are the main characteristics which help the Vietnamese. In addition, members of their 
immediate families sacrifice greatly. Here one should mention the sacrifice by the 
women to help their husbands to gain success. The Vietnamese are great believers in 'If 
there's a will there's a way'.
The Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the Recognition of Overseas Qualifications 
(The Fry Committee) in Australia in 1983 stated 'The ability to practise the majority of 
trades and professions in Australia requires a degree of fluency in English language.' 
Nobody disagrees with this truthful statement but little has been done to help 
migrants from non-English-speaking backgrounds.
Just like other overseas-trained health professionals, the Vietnamese in this study 
have faced a battle to regain their former status. 'There is a great difference between 
being born here and overseas when it comes to qualification recognition.’ The matter is 
worse when one comes from a non-English-speaking background.'
Conclusion
Most of the people in this study have taken low skilled, manual work for extra money 
during their long period of study. In this way they and their children can afford a 
'decent life' in terms of food and accommodation in Australia. These two items are 
deemed most necessary by the Vietnamese for a happy family life. Eventually most 
Vietnamese refugee doctors and pharmacists in this study will be requalified. It is only 
a matter of time before they prove their worth. But how long is that time? This study 
shows that the time varies from 2 to 8 years and may be more. The question is why have 
they had to waste so many years before reaching their aim? Sadly, success can come too 
late to benefit the families of some of them.
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Needless to say, English language competence is the initial barrier. This has to be 
addressed primarily by the Vietnamese themselves. Effort and energy have to be put 
in. However, expert help and/or special English courses designed to meet their 
professional needs is most desirable. Some courses of this nature have been introduced 
since 1988 and these are highly valued by the Vietnamese.
During the 'period of requalification' most people live on the dole though recently a 
number have received the training allowance. This undoubtedly constitutes a burden to 
society, apart from its effect on the dole receivers. The AMC emerges as the main 
obstruction in the saga; university entry is tight. The State and Commonwealth 
governments play little part. Unless action is taken to ease the recognition of overseas 
medical qualifications, Australia is going to continue to waste its migrant human 
resources.
Only a handful of Vietnamese are still waiting for registration. They have spent 
considerable time working towards it without knowing when the result will come. They 
are Australian citizens with their future in this country. To help them requalify in the 
minimum possible time, it would be appropriate, to give adequate training in medical 
English and to provide them with tutoring in clinical work. The issue of resources is 
crucial but in the end Australian society must benefit from maximising the contribution 
of all its citizens.
The high rate of success among Vietnamese ex-doctors now residing in S.A. is most 
encouraging for the young Vietnamese community in Australia. The Vietnamese claim 
'we make it after much sweat'. A major reason for this success is the spirit of 
cooperation and mutual support among the group who share the same ambition. The ex­
doctors in our sample may not however be typical of all former professionals seeking 
registration, in terms of their extraordinary discipline and mutual self-help.
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CHAPTER 4: VIETNAMESE SMALL 
BUSINESS PROPRIETORS
Increasing attention has been given in the last few years to the disproportionate 
involvement of many non-English-speaking background immigrants in small business. 
This phenomenon, often referred to as ethnic business has been associated with some of 
the more visible economic activities such as comer shops, restaurants, concrete and 
terazzo work in the building trades, as well as more hidden activities such as outwork 
in the garment trades.
Although Vietnamese-owned businesses such as restaurants and food shops often 
feature among the more visible examples of ethnic business, it is clear from the 1986 
census that Vietnamese are disproportionately under-represented among small business 
operators. This is evident in Table 69 which lists the proportion of various birthplace 
groups in business - whether as employer or self-employed.
Table 69 Percentage Distribution of Employed Persons in Australia within selected 
Birthplace Groups classified as Employer or Self-Emploved - 1986 Census 
Descending order of representation
Lebanese-born 29.0%
Greek-born 27.9% above national
Italian-born 26.3% average
German-born 25.8%
National average 16.1%
UK and Irish-born 13.4%
Yugoslav-born 13.2%
Turkish-born 13.0%
Australian-born 12.0%
Vietnamese-born 8.6%
These data indicate a rate of Vietnamese business-ownership far lower than the 
national average. This evidence is of some importance in correcting the stereotype that 
all Asian migrants are culturally attuned to entrepreneurship, and that small business 
involvement is a typical or natural economic activity for Vietnamese. While it is true 
that a number of Vietnamese refugees operated small businesses in manufacturing or 
retailing prior to leaving Vietnam, this type of background is not of overwhelming
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importance in the work histories of the majority. Similarly a number of Vietnamese 
starting businesses in South Australia had no previous business experience in Vietnam.
Before we consider the in-depth case-studies of Vietnamese businesses collected in 
South Australia by Frederick Robins and My-Van Tran, it is worthwhile to summarise 
some of the findings of the sample survey with respect to business activity. First, 
around 7.5% of the sample are currently running businesses and the overwhelming 
majority of these employ no more than 2 people. The scale of such enterprises is 
therefore very small. Second, business involvement is significantly greater among 
ethnic Chinese Vietnamese than ethnic Vietnamese. Third, the aspiration to own a 
business is very prominent with around 47% of the sample wanting to have a business of 
their own some day.
Three Case-Studies of Vietnamese-Owned Businesses
The following case-studies involve three examples of business development by people 
from non-business backgrounds in Vietnam. They also reflect a lack of assistance from 
government agencies in Australia. The first case is drawn from agriculture, the second 
from manufacturing and the third from the service sector. One is a family enterprise 
using no outside help, another is a family enterprise involving relatives and part-time 
employees, while the third is a much larger enterprise of 80 employees.
Case One: From Pistons to Porkers
Anh was born in Binh Dinh Province, Central Vietnam, but spent most of his life in 
Vung Tau, the former French seaside resort about 100 km east of Saigon. He had only 
seven years of formal education. After leaving school he worked as a mechanic dealing 
mostly with marine engines. He was also a keen fisherman and lived close to a number 
of fisherman and small boat owners.
When the communists took over South Vietnam in 1975 Anh was aged 26, married with 
three children. He was promptly jailed, without any reason being given, but released 
within two months. As time passed he became even more frightened of the communist 
authorities. Given his seaside residence and familiarity with the fishing community it 
was relatively easy for him to escape. So on 9 July 1977 his family, including his 
mother, joined 17 others on a 13 metre boat owned by a friend. They crossed the Gulf of
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Thailand in three days and landed on the East coast of Malaysia. They were 
immediately put into Sungei Ringit refugee camp.
As Anh put it:
After three and half months at the camp we had seen no foreign delegation 
about resettlement and we were desperate because we had no relatives overseas 
to sponsor us. So I decided to get my family into a boat which was heading 
towards Australia. Some other refugees were prepared to do the same.
On the morning of 21 November 1977 Anh's boat, together with five other small boats, 
reached Darwin in the Northern Territory. They were among the first 'boat people’ to 
reach Australia. Anh states that 'the second sea journey was rough and tough it took us 
21 days but we made it'. After three days of quarantine in Darwin, Anh's family were 
sent to Pennington migrant hostel in Adelaide.
Anh found hostel life confined and uncomfortable. The worst part was 'being watched 
and guarded by Australians at meal times'. During the three months he spent at the 
hostel he was given English lessons and learnt a little. But after three months he was 
delighted to get a full time job with General Motors Holden (GMH) in a factory 
manufacturing replacement parts. At roughly the same time his wife was able to find a 
full time job in a furniture factory. Both jobs were obtained with the help of the 
Commonwealth Employment Service (CES). The family were then allowed to leave 
the hostel and live in nearby rented accommodation.
The next year or so was very smooth. Both husband and wife were able to work a lot of 
overtime and earn and save more money than they could ever have dreamed of in 
Vietnam. As a result they were able to put $15,000 down on a home costing $35,000 and 
borrow the remainder from a bank. They were also able to join with four other 
Vietnamese families in a partnership to open Adelaide's first Vietnamese restaurant. 
This was a modest venture in an unfashionable suburb fairly close to Pennington. Among 
those who frequented the restaurant were some Australian veterans of the Vietnam 
War, one of whom became a valued friend.
After four years and two months working for GMH, in May 1983, Anh was made 
redundant when the GMH factory at Woodville ceased production and closed. Within 
two months his wife's job also came to an end when her employer transferred his
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business to Melbourne. For the next fourteen months they were both unemployed 
although they tried hard to find new jobs. This was the time we felt most humiliated'. 
Anh hated being on the dole and resented being asked every fortnight about his efforts 
to find a job. On one occasion he flew to Darwin for two weeks to see if he could become a 
fisherman there but without success. Upon his return to Adelaide a CES official refused 
to believe him until he was able to show the air ticket.
Before being made redundant he had bought a cheap block of land of 97 ha. situated 
between Dublin and Port Wakefield. The land cost $32,000 and was in part financed 
with an $18,000 bank loan and in part from the sale of his relatively new car for $8000. 
In this Anh had followed the example and advice of his Australian ex-serviceman 
friend who, apparently, set great value on 'possessing his own block of land'. At this 
stage Anh had no idea what he might do with the land but believed it to be a sound 
investment. He had also decided that at some point he would get out of the restaurant 
partnership and do something different. So when the Australian had told him of a 
parcel of land on the market near to his own property he bought it.
Following purchase of the property he had spent a day fixing a fence and happened to 
see a neighbour. As a consequence of this chance encounter he was invited on to the 
neighbour's property to view a pig shed with about 100 pigs. Anh said 'it did not then 
occur to me to enter the pig business. I continued to look for a job around Adelaide and 
sometimes got part-time or casual work picking fruit'. Later, as his period of 
unemployment lengthened, the idea of starting a pig farm began to occupy his thoughts.
Anh and his wife believed that raising pigs was a messy job and that not many people 
would want to do it. Further, no Vietnamese in South Australia was doing it but 'we 
were desperate to make a living’. Once he made up his mind to try it he immediately 
sought approval from the local Council. In this he was helped by an Australian lawyer 
he had come to know when another Vietnamese, who had earlier boarded in his house, 
was charged with drunken driving and had needed to be represented in Court. Perhaps 
on account of this professional help, Council approval was quickly granted.
To make a start he sold his house under an arrangement whereby his family continued 
to live in part of it but paid rent to the purchaser. The $70,000 selling price enabled him
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to pay back the $20,000 he still owed the bank and use the difference to start his 
piggery.
Anh had to start absolutely from scratch. His land had not been carefully cultivated. 
There was not even electricity on his block. Nor was there any kind of shed for stock. 
The first requirement was to buy a little, old caravan to serve as a day-time home. 
'This was not big enough for a civilised life but we could make do. We left the children 
with my mother in Adelaide so as their education would not be disrupted.' The next 
task was to build a pig shed. Anh and his wife did this with the help of Vietnamese 
friends by hand without the aid of any power tools. It was to be two full years before 
they were able to obtain electricity on the block.
Once the shed was ready they set about buying pigs. The first time Anh and his wife 
went to market, to Truro, was a day the pair will never forget. They had been advised 
by a kindly neighbour beforehand and thought they knew what they needed to know. 
But on arrival they found themselves to be objects of curiosity and the more Anh 
examined the pigs, the more curious the vendors became. Eventually Anh selected 77 
pigs from one vendor who said 'to play safe show me your money before we go any 
further.' Anh then led the seller to his car where he had hidden $4,000 in cash. As a 
result the purchase went ahead.
From the day this first lot of pigs arrived at Anh's property his life became chaotic. 
The rough shed proved adequate to house the pigs but looking after them took all day 
at first. They were fed twice a day, from 8.00 to 10.00 in the mornings and from 4.00 to 
6.00 in the afternoons, and cleaned and cared for between. But for the first two months 
the couple still travelled in and out of Adelaide at the start and end of each day. Then, 
despite lack of power, heating, cooling and bathing facilities on the property, they 
started living permanently in their tiny caravan.
Anh quickly calculated that 77 pigs would not provide him with a living. He was 
buying pigfeed in one tonne loads at $170/tonne. To make a profit he needed more pigs 
and to buy more he needed more capital. Since he owed the bank $18,000 on the 
property, he was only able to borrow a further $12,000. Accordingly, he sought finance 
in the traditional way by organising a 'hui'. A 'hui' is a traditional East Asian form of 
revolving credit society. With the 'hui' money plus $12,000 from the bank he bought a
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further 200 pigs. With a total of nearly 300 pigs Anh's first shed was already full. 
Before he could buy more a second shed had to be built.
Anh and his wife could still not afford to build any kind of house and continued to live 
in their very small caravan:
Neither in winter nor summer was life easy. Part of winter was bitterly cold, 
especially to have a bath. My wife boiled me a big pot of water and 1 bathed 
first after so many hours with the pigs. Then it was my wife's turn after 
waiting for the water (to boil) again (on an open fire). On hot days the caravan 
could become a furnace. Our perishable food had to be stored in a neighbour's 
fridge and everyday we went there to get what we needed for cooking. In the 
evenings we had only a kerosene lamp to work by.
Anh also commented, 'the more we got used to the work the quicker at it we became'. 
All the work had to be done manually. Much time was spent on feeding, scrubbing the 
floors and washing the pigs for sale. Sometimes, Anh confessed, they had to sell pigs 
before they reached normal market size because they needed the cash. At first they 
were both very worried when the pigs got sick. 'We prayed that they would not die, as 
we did not have any other money.' They were also very nervous about their 'broken 
English', especially when it came to seeking expert advice on animal health and 
buying drugs. But they gradually felt more at ease with the situation.
Selling the pigs was not problem. There were plenty of agents happy to transport the 
pigs to Gepps Cross market for a $2 carriage fee and 5% commission. Anh has been party 
to such an arrangement from the beginning and remains happy with it. At the same 
time he recognises his lack of control over his selling prices. He suspects he could get a 
better price from direct sale to one of the major buyers but accepts that he is unable to 
explore this possibility. Indeed, Anh does not have his own animal transportation so is 
totally dependent upon intermediaries for getting his pigs to auction.
After approximately two years Anh was financially able to pay for electricity supply 
to his property. About six months later, after two and a half years in the tiny caravan, 
Anh and his wife were able to buy an iron shed to serve as a more adequate house. They 
now had much more room, more comfort and were able to accommodate their children 
during weekend visits. They admitted that without the kind concern and work of a 
Dutch friend they would not have been able to erect the house themselves. The 
Dutchman was a friend of their Adelaide landlord who had visited them occasionally
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and had been amazed by their living conditions. He had offered to build them a better 
place and one day turned up with all the necessary materials and the pre-fabricated 
frame of a structure.
By now Anh fully realised how much his enterprise was dependent on size for 
commercial success. He had also learnt from experience that buying piglets frequently, 
in small numbers, resulted in a lot of disease and was anyway not very profitable. The 
real financial reward lay in breeding.
Once able to afford breeding pigs, this became his priority. The preliminary task was 
to add a new, bigger shed to his piggery, this time with electricity supply, suitably 
designed for breeding sows and to equip it with the necessary ultra violet lamps. 
Breeders also required more expensive feed. It was three and a half years before Anh 
was ready and able to buy his first twenty young breeders at $150-$160 each. Mature 
breeders would have cost him $300 each. Since breeders do not deliver their first litter 
for 12 months, breeding ties up considerable capital. It is then a further six months 
before the piglets are ready for market. This is why breeding is significantly more 
capital intensive than fattening. Anh and his wife had to join a new 'hui' and sell more 
pigs to meet the costs.
It is noteworthy that Anh sought and obtained advice from the State Department of 
Agriculture at this stage. They are full of praise for the speed and quality of the advice 
they received. At the same time they say they were unable to put it into effect:
You need a lot of capital to follow their advice about sheds, tools and feed 
systems. We make do without the expensive items but it means we have to work 
much harder than Australians would.
Anh claims he could not make money if he were as highly capitalised as other 
piggeries and in his view some local piggeries are overcapitalised. Anh and his wife 
say they need to 'outdo' the Department of Agriculture estimation of 'worker capacity'. 
They claim that the Department's norm is that 'a couple working eight hours a day can 
only look after 80 sows'. In their case, without any labour-saving feed or clearing 
systems, they are looking after 150% of this number in addition to other pigs simply 
being fattened.
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Today, exactly four years and six months after starting his piggery, Anh owns some 700 
pigs for fattening, 120 breeders and 9 boars. They are housed in four big sheds, the newer 
of which are up to standard. Anh has no further need to buy additional breeders as he 
now produces sufficient of his own. He only requires supplementary boars to maintain a 
healthy bloodline. He does not anticipate further expansion at this stage. This is 
simply because Anh and his wife already work flat out and are unable to afford to hire 
additional labour. Their hope is to maintain their current level of activity, but 
steadily increase profitability through increased breeding and increased animal 
quality. At the moment they turn off between twenty and twenty-five pigs for auction 
at Gepps Cross per week, throughout the year.
Their biggest financial worry is the price of feed. They do grow some barley of their 
own but their land is of poor quality with insufficient precipitation. As a result the 
home-produced feed is sufficient for only three to four weeks of the year; the remainder 
has to be purchased from the Barley Board. They now buy feed in 20 tonne loads. At 
time of drought they have to pay high feed prices 'but all the other producers face the 
same fate'.
Debt worries Anh much less now than earlier and is a factor he feels he can live with 
and slowly overcome. Earlier he faced several financial crises and was constantly 
anxious about his ability to meet his 'hui' obligations. Nevertheless he found the 'hui' 
system easy to handle in comparison with the bank, 'there is no need for any references, 
paper work, or security - all you have is trust and capacity to meet the timing of 
payments'. Anh adds that the 'hui' is 'much less formal, no English is required and 
everybody knows what is going on'. He might also have added that effective rates of 
interest, which are both variable and beyond the capacity of participants to calculate, 
normally work out well below contemporary commercial rates.
Anh and his wife do not dare to predict the future but they believe their 'rough time' is 
now past. They are confident of their ability to manage the enterprise successfully and 
cope with the unexpected on their own. They conservatively estimate their 
capitalisation now at $l/4m  and comment that 'if we sold out we could more than pay 
our debts'. Their dream is to buy a nice house in Adelaide where they could live 
permanently with their children. They greatest anxiety is sickness which would 
prevent them working: 'we pray that neither of us falls sick as both of us have to work
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together'. They have never considered that any of their three children might one day 
participate in the big business. They see their children as becoming better educated, 
English speaking and able to find secure employment in a nice clean environment.
At the same time Anh and his wife see themselves as having succeeded in making a 
living through their own hard work. They are proud of this achievement. They also 
enjoy a feeling of freedom in being their own boss and are happy in the knowledge that 
success or failure depends on themselves and that the piggery cannot be taken from 
them.
Case Two: A Sewing Factory
Mai was bom in North Vietnam in 1944 but moved with her family to South Vietnam at 
the age of 10. After high school she received three years of further education being 
trained as a nurse at one of Saigon's biggest hospitals. Subsequently she worked as a 
registered nurse in Phuoc Tuy Province, eventually becoming a chief nurse in a local 
hospital. In this position she had contact with Australian Army doctors who regularly 
visited the hospital. During these years she married and had five children. Her 
husband was a sergeant in the Vietnamese military police.
Prior to 1975 Mai was happy in her job. When the communists took over she was not 
immediately affected, despite her husband's job, because she said; 'the communist 
authorities needed me in the hospital'. However she was reduced to a subordinate 
position, had to work much harder and was under strict control. Her husband, on the 
other hand, although not imprisoned lived in great fear. Consequently he arranged for 
the whole family to leave Vietnam by boat. He paid the boat owner in gold.
The journey across the Gulf of Thailand was very rough and it took nine days during 
which time they had little to eat. When they reached Malaysia, on 12 July 1978, they 
were put into Pula Tengga camp. Shortly afterwards they were accepted by the 
Australian immigration authorities on account of Mai’s 'previous links' with 
Australian doctors and sent to Adelaide. They arrived at Pennington migrant hostel on
7 August 1978 thinking themselves extremely fortunate to be resettled so quickly. The 
whole process had taken them less than one month; for others it took years.
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While at Pennington Mai and her husband both studied English for three months. 
Immediately after that they each got jobs as process workers in the afternoon shift at 
Gerard International; a manufacturer of electrical equipment. They got the jobs without 
the help of the Commonwealth Employment Service. 'It was our Australian 'sponsor 
family’ who brought us the forms, filled them out for us, and showed us where to go to 
find our jobs'. They worked at these jobs for four years without making any plans for the 
future. At weekends they generally visited friends and Mai states that 'they often 
advised me to stop factory work and open a business'. Several people suggested she 
might open an Asian food shop but Mai says she totally rejected the idea at the time. 
'Business never entered my mind then.'
In February 1983 Mai's husband was made redundant due to closure of that part of the 
firm in which he worked. So after four years with the company he was out of a job. Mai 
continued to work for the firm but saw little future there and resigned three months 
later. Meanwhile Mai’s husband had decided to go fruit picking and Mai now joined 
him but after ten sessions of this she felt very depressed, as she says, 'I just did not like 
this kind of work'.
Mai decided, instead, that she would like to return to nursing. So in May 1983 she 
applied to work in a city hospital but was rejected due to the unacceptability of her 
Vietnamese qualifications. However she happened to know a Filipina who advised 
her to apply for retraining at Modbury Hospital. She did so and was accepted but after 
three months failed to get a high enough mark to be allowed to practise as a registered 
nurse. Despite this she was offered a nursing job at Modbury Hospital. Mai was very 
happy to have a job in her own field again and life proceeded normally.
One Sunday, they decided to visit Vietnamese friends. It turned out that one of their 
friends had a sewing machine and regularly took in sewing work. The friend commented 
that he did not know how to sew in Vietnam but it was easy to learn, there was plenty 
of sewing work available and that it brought in money. Later that evening Mai 
discussed the idea of taking in sewing with her husband. Mai had a sewing machine 
and they agreed to 'try a little work' to get some pocket money for their children. The 
next morning they looked through 'clothing' in the Yellow Pages, spotted a few 
advertisement for outworkers, and took down the addresses. They planned to present 
themselves at the various addresses, to ask if there was any sewing work for them.
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However, on the very first attempt, at the address closest to their house, they were 
asked to come back the following morning to take three items to sew together with the 
patterns which they had to follow. So they decided to do this task first, before 
venturing further.
When they had taken the items home Mai called some friends to help her do the 
sewing. Although she had done some sewing for herself and for her children both in 
Vietnam and in Australia, she dared not do the work herself at first. Instead one of her 
friends did it. When the items were returned to the factory they were accepted and she 
was given a further 70 items to sew. That turned out to be the start of Mai's business. 
Mai had not anticipated the seventy items and accepted them very nervously. She did 
not then know that she had gone to a rather big company with considerable turnover.
Mai and her husband felt that they 'could not back out', so upon arrival home Mai 
telephoned all the friends she could think of and asked them to bring their sewing 
machines to her home to help her with the work. It was July 1984, when Mai and her 
husband started sewing in their house, in the family room. At the end of that first 
week, when the returned items were accepted and more items were given, Mai rushed 
out to buy two new machines for people who could sew but who didn't themselves own 
machines. These machines cost Mai about $3,000 each and she had to buy them on hire- 
purchase. They constituted a commitment and it was from this moment that Mai and 
her husband recognised that there could be no turning back. Mai did not actually do any 
sewing herself because she had to leave for the hospital where she was still working 
regular shifts. Instead she employed two friends to work on her two sewing machines.
Within two weeks they had purchased twelve more machines and they were in 
business to an extent they had never imagined. To buy the new machines Mai had to 
organise a 'hui'. Ten more of her friends were now working in her house and they were 
spread through to the hallway and into the garage. After two months she had to buy 
eight more machines and use the upstairs bedrooms to house them. To this day neither 
Mai nor her husband can explain how their business 'took off so fast'. They could not 
have anticipated the quantity of items given to them by Wilton International Pty. Ltd.
They say they knew nothing about the company and that it was pure luck that they
/
picked it out of the telephone book.
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990 139
Within three months Mai was looking in the newspapers for a place to rent where she 
could house her sewing machines and workers. 'Just imagine what my five children 
thought when they saw the whole house taken over by machines, people and 
materials'. Again she was very lucky. There was suitable factory space available for 
leasing just a short distance away from the district where most of her Vietnamese 
friends (workers) lived. Mai comments: 'It was very lucky that we found something 
available in that place at the time we wanted at a price we could afford'. Mai and her 
husband approached the Council for permission to open a sewing factory in the premises 
and approval was granted within a month. In October 1984 they were able to move in. It 
was at this time that Mai finally resigned from her nursing job at Modbury Hospital.
The first six months of factory operation went more smoothly than Mai and her 
husband expected. The number of employees and the volume of work increased nearly 
every week. The work was accepted by Wilton as being of good standard and their 
payment was prompt. Similarly, Mai paid her workers promptly and everybody was 
happy. A factory inspector came one day, was satisfied and has never returned.
An officer from the Clothing and Allied Trade Union knocked at her door one day and 
told her all her workers should join the union. Mai approached the company for further 
advice. It was explained that she was paid so as to enable her to pay union rates, 
which she anyway did. So Mai decided that she should join the union as well as her 
workers, to ensure they would not 'be in trouble' and so that they could continue to work. 
At the same time, her workers had no knowledge of the union and no wish to pay union 
dues. However they trusted Mai and after discussion she was able to gain their 
agreement. Mai comments, 'to date none of her workers had gone on strike but every 
three months the union man comes to collect the dues'.
After six months in the factory an adjacent unit of factory space became available and 
Mai was asked if she wanted to lease it. Again, this was a stroke of luck for she 
already needed extra space. She promptly signed the second lease and expanded her 
operations. More machines were added, purchased this time through a commercial 
hire-purchase agreement with a finance company direct. Under this arrangement she 
could buy more sophisticated machines, much needed for the work, which will 
eventually becomes hers after four years of payments. When this expansion was 
complete she had about 100 machines in all ranging from those she had bought at the
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outset for a few thousand dollars to modern, large, factory-size sewing machines costing 
up to $50,000 each. The latter enable Mai to do the sewing work required for the most 
complex of patterns. Her output has risen to 2000-2500 items per day. This means that 
this number of items arrive at the factory each day in an unsewn state and leave fully 
sewn, ironed, folded and packaged ready for sale. This output goes to every part of 
Australia and, Mai believes, a small quantity is exported.
As a result of a chance event Mai now undertakes sewing for two companies rather than 
one. About six months ago one Wilton manager left the company to start his own similar 
business. Since that time Mai has undertaken sewing work for the new company, Toucan 
Trading Pty. Ltd., as well as for Wilton. With this exception Mai has not taken work 
from any other source. Nor, Mai says, does she wish to do so. She is already working a 
16 hour day and says she cannot take on more administrative work. At the same time 
she does anticipate a rising volume of sewing for her existing patrons.
At the moment Mai's day begins at home about 7 am. After her younger children leave 
for school she plans her day. It takes her half an hour to drive to her factory where she 
arrives about 9 am. She seldom leaves before 9 pm. Then, after a brief rest and 
sometimes a meal at home she does the day's bookkeeping and paperwork which can 
take her until 2 am. At the factory she is assisted by her husband but he is involved 
only in the sewing operations and Mai herself carries out all the organisational and 
financial work unaided. She says she has tried to employ somebody 'intelligent' to 
help with the administrative work but it has not worked out. As she puts it:
I had to tell that person what to do and could not do other things; then that 
person was very slow and still the work was not right so in the end I decided to 
do it all myself. I control everything and things are right.
On the financial and organisational side Mai has demonstrated competence. Only 
during the first year of operations did her tax accountant and auditor suggest she make 
changes. Since then she has had to make no further changes to her bookkeeping. She 
has had no trouble employing staff and now employs around 60 people. Half of these 
are full time employees and half are part-time. Most are Vietnamese but one or two are 
other Asians and for a while one was Caucasian. Two-thirds are women and one-third 
men. She says she treats them like one big family and adds: 'I am popular and can be 
easy going. Also the truth is the Vietnamese are keen to work and earn money.' Her
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English, though far from perfect, is quite adequate for her to deal with those with 
whom she has business dealings and she has no trouble at all on telephones. So far she 
has never needed an interpreter; she has never felt she has required legal advice or 
been in a situation she could not handle.
In December 1988 Mai will take over further adjacent factory space and expand again. 
She claims that 'the factory is cramped again and this extra unit is needed to make 
space for 'cutting' machinery.' She hopes this will enable her to expand both the 
quantity of items she handles and the number of workers she employs. In the meantime, 
Mai dearly hopes a younger brother of hers will be able to get out of Vietnam to join her 
in Adelaide and help her run the factory. Otherwise 'we'll be in great trouble and have 
to work harder'. Interestingly, Mai's three older children all have professional jobs 
and never come near her factory, while her two younger children are still at school. She 
does not expect any of her children to follow her into business.
In September 1988 Mai's factory equipment was valued at approximately $300,000. Not 
surprisingly, then, Mai and her husband look forward to the near future. The business 
outlook seems good to them and they are already planning the expansion outlined 
above. When asked about the secret of business success Mai made the following 
statement:
In Vietnam I would never have entered business; unemployment and the 
prospect of bringing up 5 children in Australia forced me to try everything. I 
have been successful because my husband and I are resilient and hard-working 
and my personality has won me a lot of friends (workers) who are reliable and 
keen to work. I am also good with numbers, have a good memory and a sense of 
order.
Mai and her family are happy living in Adelaide. They had one brief visit to Brisbane 
some years ago but work now keeps them at home. They are happy with their circle of 
friends, which includes some native-born Australians and feel financially secure. 
Despite the enormous volume of sewing completed in her factory, Mai does not dream of 
one day producing her 'own label' garments. As she puts it: 'Nobody like me with a 
workshop like mine can have time to know all the customers...it takes years in business 
to get a label recognised.' Basically, Mai and her husband are content. In fact they still 
find their good fortune in business quite amazing. Mai says: 'Things went so smoothly, 
one step leading to the next step without any complication'.
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Case Three: Opening a Supermarket
This is the stoiy of Sinh, a former resident of Bien Hoa Province outside Saigon. After 
schooling he had three years of further education and became a history teacher at a 
provincial high school. He married and had four children. He was also the owner and 
part-manager of a small sauce-producing company which employed twelve people, 
including ethnic Chinese. The company manufactured, bottled and marketed a brand of 
soy sauce preferred by vegetarians. The product was principally sold in Cholon, the 
ethnic Chinese section of Saigon, and nearby districts. It was commercially successful to 
the extent that Sinh considered expanding his distribution and devoting himself 
fulltime to business.
When the communists took over South Vietnam in 1975 Sinh was no longer permitted to 
teach. At the same time his sauce company was turned into a 'co-operative' in which he 
was permitted to play only a minor role. His job was to wash and rinse old beer bottles 
for refilling with sauce. Sinh resented the expropriation of his business. In addition, 
some of his relatives had been associated with the former regime so he lived in fear of 
eviction from his house and/or enforced resettlement. He decided to escape.
In 1980 he left Vietnam from Vung Tau by boat together with his wife, four children, 
five sisters, one brother and five nieces and nephews. On 30 October 1980 they arrived 
at Bidong island in Malaysia after five days at sea. They spent over 7 months on the 
island. Australia was their first choice of resettlement and they were very happy 
when selected for resettlement in 'their dream land’. On 19 May 1981 they arrived in 
Adelaide: 'the greatest moment of our new life’.
On arrival in Adelaide, Sinh’s biggest problem was the English language. Within 
three weeks he had enrolled in an English language class for migrants and he spent his 
first year in Australia trying to learn the language. He found this difficult. In 1982 he 
found his first full time job. This was with a local manufacturing company, Simpson, 
where he worked as a process worker for six months. He found the job with the help of 
the Commonwealth Employment Service. Subsequently he moved to work as a kitchen 
hand in a Chinese restaurant which offered him lots of overtime and the prospect of 
more money. Throughout this time he nurtured the idea of starting his own business one 
day. As he saw it:
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there was no hope of being a teacher due to lack of English...but a small business 
on the other hand was something I could do. I had the energy, capacity to work 
hard and my family members as a work force....Nor did I want to be a process 
worker for the rest of my life.
Sinh's early preference was to manufacture soy sauce but he found the problems 
insurmountable. First, he could not afford to employ 'those Chinese who had the know­
how'. Second, he lacked local market knowledge. Having eliminated this idea he 
decided to 'run a grocery'. When two Vietnamese friends indicated a readiness to go into 
business with him as equal partners, his preparations began.
First, Sinh and his partners spent their spare time looking carefully at possible sites. 
From the outset they decided to find a site suited to attract 'both Asian and Australian 
customers' and it was at this time that Sinh set his heart on a career in business. He 
twice visited Melbourne and once visited Sydney to learn how other Vietnamese had 
started such businesses and to note how they displayed their goods. These visits 
strengthened his resolve to open a '50/50 Western/Asian' style shop. He found on his 
interstate visits that the Vietnamese shops were 'very conventionally Vietnamese in 
their displays and stocks'. Sinh wanted to attract Western customers as well. Most 
importantly, the partners agreed that it was to be Sinh and his wife who would run the 
shop and that the other partners would remain in their jobs and only help out at 
weekends and in the evenings.
The suburb of Woodville, with its large Asian population was an obvious first choice. 
To be 'safe' the shop had to cater to the population they knew. But Woodville's main 
commercial street already had many Asian businesses. So they looked at adjacent roads 
and somewhat further afield as well. Eventually Sinh noticed some completely 
decayed premises at the margin of the suburb on one of Adelaide's main arterial 
thoroughfares. There was an old house 'for sale or rent' situated adjacent to an empty 
yard and a disused second-hand furniture shop. As Sinh saw it: 'There was no life in the 
area but there was heavy traffic all the time and somehow we felt we could turn it into 
something good and commercial'.
Sinh's partners, having better English, were responsible for dealing with the lease of 
the premises. Late in 1985 a contract was signed for a lease of five years, renewable for 
a further five years. Rent for the first year was fixed at $14,000. What all three
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partners failed to notice was a clause in the agreement which stated that subsequent to 
the first year, the annual rent was to reflect market value. They had not taken legal 
advice. This was to result in heartache and complication.
The partners saw the lease as their first hurdle. The next was to present their business 
proposal to the Council of Enfield. They still recall the effort it took to outline their 
business plans in English to the Council and their fears of having it rejected. In the 
event Council approval was granted without any complication after only two months in 
January 1986. In retrospect, Sinh says they had no problems with the Council; 'There 
was no trouble with the business licence which included a butcher's licence'. At this 
point the partners felt their business was underway.
They had earlier obtained approval from a local branch of the ANZ bank for a 
$120,000 loan on standard commercial terms. Sinh said that 'by this time the bank was 
familiar with Vietnamese customers and knew they were reliable'. The partners had 
also raised $100,000 of their own; they had done this by the traditional East Asian 
means of organising a 'hui'. The total start-up capital was $220,000. Prior to opening 
their business the group was given the opportunity to buy the strip of vacant land 
which lay adjacent to their premises, alongside the old furniture shop. They welcomed 
this opportunity and bought it for $40,000 to provide permanent parking for their 
customers. The money came from their bank loan. They spent another $50,000 on 
renovating the premises, shelving, setting up freezer facilities, lighting and the like. 
Such preparations took between two and three months. For stock they approached the 
Independent Grocers Co-operative for advice and learned that to obtain the best 
buying-in prices and delivery terms they needed to order about $30,000 of merchandise 
prior to opening. They did this and when delivery was effected Independent Grocers' 
staff came with the merchandise to supervise the unloading and to help the partners 
with product display. Sinh and his friends had not expected this extra support and 
were most grateful for it. When they had finished they were pleased with their effort 
and did not think that with more money they would have attempted more.
The shop opened, as a more or less conventional supermarket, on 27 March 1986. The 
main body of the shop was devoted to standard supermarket aisles of canned goods and 
frozen goods. The rear of the premises was organised as a butcher's stop with an 
accompanying range of smallgoods. The checkout tills were set some way back from the
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front of the aisles to permit the inclusion of an area for fresh vegetables and a further 
area for Vietnamese language publications and decorative household goods. The very 
front of the shop, in front of the checkouts, was devoted to costume jewellery, cosmetics, 
Vietnamese language musical cassettes and other 'fancy' goods. These could be paid for 
separately. Business hours were, and have remained, 9 am - 7 pm, Monday to Saturday 
plus 10 am - 4 pm on Sundays. Despite local controversy over retail trading hours in 
Adelaide Sinh has experienced no problems on this front.
The shop is manned throughout opening hours by Sinh and his wife, a Vietnamese 
butcher, plus two or three part time helpers after normal working hours. In practice 
Sinh's partners were unable to spend time in the shop.
Within three months the period of maximum anxiety was over. The shop was proving 
profitable and turnover was sufficient to permit both punctual payments of suppliers 
and a start to repayment of borrowed capital. Sinh is supplied by wholesalers and 
importers on the basis of 'payment due within seven days of delivery'. In other words 
he is not offered supplier-credit. From the outset Sinh has paid his suppliers in cash, 
using borrowed funds during the first three months. Subsequently he was able to pay for 
steadily increasing stock volumes from current revenue. The volume and values of sales 
rose more or less evenly but slowly during the first year of trading.
After six months of trading Sinh lost one of his two partners who decided instead to set 
up his own insurance business. Since the supermarket had been started largely on 
borrowed capital, Sinh did not have to buy out this partner but Sinh did have to assume 
that partner's repayment obligations in full. A measure of the success of the venture is 
that he was able to do so without resorting to an additional 'hui'. The first year went 
smoothly in terms of sales and stock-taking, the crunch came at the end of the first year 
when, out of the blue, the landlord notified the partners that he was doubling the rent 
to $30,000. At first Sinh hoped to challenge the validity of the rise. He approach the 
land valuation Department and obtained an independent valuation, but this turned out 
to be even higher. So Sinh accepted the increase and came to an agreement with the 
landlord that in the future no subsequent annual increase would exceed 10%.
After approximately eighteen months Sinh's second partner withdrew from the 
business, to expand a sewing service which he had established on his own. This time,
146 VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990
since this partner had earlier invested his savings in the supermarket, Sinh was 
obliged to buy him out, which he did on a mutually agreed instalment basis. Since May 
1987, as a consequence, the supermarket has been a one-family business. At weekends 
Sinh’s children help out, proving particularly helpful every third week when Sinh 
deliberately rearranges the location of products on the shelves. This is to encourage his 
regular customers to take note of items they would not normally choose to buy. Sinh 
finds great difficulty quantifying the time and effort and energy his family puts into 
the business. He simply observes that he is under great pressure 'not to get sick as the 
children cannot stay away from school to stand in my place'. On one occasion when he 
had 'flu he apparently put a mattress and blanket in his car 'where I could lie down for 
a rest but still be available'.
It was at about this time that Sinh's brother-in-law, a former Judge in Saigon, arrived 
in Australia. He stepped in to help with the bookkeeping and at the meat counter. Sinh 
was pleased with this arrangement as it cut down on the cost of employing the 
professional butcher, who could now be dismissed. Sinh also appointed an accountant to 
handle the requirements of the Tax Office, at a cost of $150/month. Roughly at this 
time, also, the front of the shop was revamped and upgraded. This resulted from the 
arrival in Australia of one of Sinh’s own younger brothers. Sinh more or less 'let' the 
front part of his shop, informally, to this young brother and his wife who developed 
the space to sell textiles and knitwear. Sinh is very happy with this change because 
the cosmetic products and costume jewellery had not sold well nor attracted many extra 
customers. He had already realised he could do without the cosmetics and use the floor 
area more profitably in other ways. His brother has now done so. He is also developing 
a personalised parcel packaging and documenting service whereby locals of Vietnamese 
origin can buy or order goods for mailing to relatives in Vietnam and with a simple 
payment save themselves the time and effort of making up the parcel. At present, this 
rather specialised service is both boosting sales and profitability but its longer term 
potential is obviously limited.
From the outset Sinh had the idea that the adjacent disused second-hand furniture 
shop might be taken over by another Vietnamese business and thereby boost his trade. 
To this end he encouraged a Vietnamese restaurateur to consider relocating there from 
existing overcrowded premises near the Vietnamese Community Centre. Sinh was 
successful in this and the restaurateur who made the change found it enormously
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beneficial. He was able to lease the premises at a very reasonable fixed weekly rental 
for three years and at the same time greatly expand his business. As anticipated, this 
development also boosted Sinh's business and in particular, it attracted more Asians of 
non-Vietnamese origin to the location than the supermarket alone.
On one occasion Sinh had the opportunity of adding freshly caught fish to his product 
range. The fish were brought in casually by some Vietnamese not known to him. Since 
he already sold dried and frozen fish this seemed a good thing to do and, briefly, he 
hoped he might develop a regular supply of fresh fish. Later the same day, however, 
some police entered his shop and booked him for selling a product he had no licence to 
sell. Furthermore, he learned the fish had been caught illegally. Sinh, who had not 
realised that his butcher's licence did not entitle him to sell fish was deeply perturbed 
and blamed his ignorance of the law on his lack of English. Although the fine he later 
received was the minimum for the offence, the event strengthened his resolve to 
improve his English. To this end he still attends language classes two evenings per 
week. He claims, however, that his knowledge of English does not in any way 
handicap his ability to service his customers. 'At that level I can cope', he says, 'but I 
cannot readily understand official papers. Nor can I develop anything other than a 
business relationship with the wholesalers and delivery people'. This last fact worries 
him. Although Sinh claims to have received fair and proper treatment from his 
suppliers he believes that they leave him in ignorance of 'special deals’ and 'one-off 
opportunities' which he feels sure must exist. His feeling is that this is due to his poor 
English and inability to develop a social relationship with his suppliers.
In 1988, after two full years, Sinh estimates his level of business to be only marginally 
higher than at the end of his first year. He judges this to be due to the competition of 
other supermarkets nearby; in particular, the big supermarkets like Woolworths, 
Cheap Foods and Coles. At present (August 1988) about 60% of his customers are Asian 
and 40% Caucasian. The Asian group includes a significant proportion of Filipinos and 
Indonesians as well as Vietnamese and Chinese. The most popular counter in the shop is 
the meat counter, manned by Sinh's brother-in-law. Fifty per cent of customers buy fresh 
meat and Sinh takes great care to ensure that they are able to buy fresh, reasonably 
priced meat according to their taste. They are encouraged to buy whatever they want 
even if it is only soup bones, or, just a few grams of meat. For example, Vietnamese tend
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to buy pork but dislike the odour of boars. Accordingly Sinh ensures that all his pork is 
from sows and is not 'smelly' to the Vietnamese.
Sinh is slightly disappointed that he does not attract more 'Westerners'. He claims 
that those who do come into his shop are locals who come regularly because 'he is 
always open' and gives good service. When a significant number are in his shop he 
switches the background music from Vietnamese vocal to instrumental Western or 
Filipino music. One reason he is keen to encourage them is because they are 
disproportionately likely to buy items which have a relatively high profit margin.
For the moment, the business continues healthily if not spectacularly. It is sufficiently 
profitable to offer its owner at least security and, possibly, greater business success in 
the future. Both Sinh and his wife are happy to be earning a living although they feel 
weighed down by debt, bills, and the threat of rent increases. In Sinh's eyes his business 
is 'a living' but is not a 'great success' since both he and his wife have to work long hours 
without weekends off to make it pay. As Sinh's wife put it: 'I have not taken even one 
day off. Nonetheless, after two full years in the business, Sinh feels he has 'learned 
his profession'. He now knows which products to stock and which displays generate 
additional sales. For example, he began by stocking ten different kinds of breakfast 
cereals and has now reduced this range to four favourites. Such changes have brought 
about quick stock turnover and higher profitability. In the early months, Sinh says, 'our 
store was full of unwanted stock'.
In the future Sinh will move out of his rented premises into his own, yet to be built, on 
the adjacent site which he owns. He has reached the decision, in principle, that the 
sooner he moves out of his 'high and increasing rent', the better, but lack of capital 
holds him back. He already has an architect's plan for his new premises and recently 
received Council approval for it, but calculates that he will need a further $100,000 
from the bank to go ahead. At present he could not take on the added interest burden of 
this unless he gave up his rented premises altogether. Obviously, he cannot vacate the 
latter until after the new shop is built so for the present he must wait. Nevertheless he 
is confident that within ten years he will have moved into his own shop and have paid 
for it in full.
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Conclusion
These three in-depth studies of Vietnamese business proprietorship indicate the 
feasibility of small business as a potential route of upward mobility. The three 
successful businesses are all the more striking since the individuals concerned had little 
previous experience of business, and came to Australia as refugees without capital, and 
without relevant experience in the economic sectors they subsequently entered as 
business proprietors in Australia.
Two of the three sets of business proprietors had no business background, the pig farmer 
having worked in Vietnam as a mechanic and fisherman, and the two principals in the 
sewing factory having worked respectively as a police sergeant and nurse. The 
supermarket proprietor had been a teacher, but had also been involved in a small 
manufacturing business. His entry into retailing in Australia however represented a 
move into a new and unknown area of business.
Entry into business represents one mode of potential social mobility open to a wide range 
of people, even those without appropriate types of formal education. First-generation 
migrants have often gone into business because they lacked the English or formal 
credentials necessary to pursue a profession. Education is often seen as a different and 
more promising route to upward mobility for the second generation. (See for example 
the study of Italian ethnic business in Holton and Lampugnani 1989).
In our case-study, the business people involved included one former nurse, and one former 
teacher. The nurse had had difficulty in achieving recognition of her qualifications 
and had not been able to practise as a registered nurse even after attempting to up-grade 
her qualifications. The former teacher found particular difficulties with English, and 
had turned instead to business, previously his second job.
The opportunity structure for non-English speaking background migrants tends, on this 
evidence to be less auspicious for professional advancement than business development. 
It also appears preferably to the unskilled manual work in which most initially 
engaged, especially where that was subject to redundancy. Nonetheless, business success 
is not easy, and a number of obstacles must be faced.
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Much of the literature on ethnic business stresses the importance of the 'ethnic market' 
as the initial basis for business development. This can be exploited without particular 
English language skills. This argument does not apply in any general way to the three 
case-studies reviewed here. Neither the pig-farm, nor the sewing factory depend on a 
specifically ethnic market. The ethnic business enclave theory applies to a certain 
extent to the supermarket, though even here part of the custom is non-Vietnamese.
All small to medium sized businesses face particular difficulties in securing capital 
both at start-up and for expansion. This has also been documented as a problem for 
business proprietors of non-English speaking background. Although bank capital 
played a significant role in some of our case-studies, an even more striking feature of 
their development is the utilisation of the 'hui' or revolving credit association. This 
has been well-documented among Asian businesses in the U.S.A. (see Light 1972). In 
Australia it is in use among both the ethnic Chinese Vietnamese and the ethnic 
Vietnamese.
Informal business networks both within and outside the Vietnamese community played 
a significant part in the case-studies here. In addition to the use of the 'hui', it is also 
interesting the extent to which our businesses have developed positive trading links 
with non-Asian businesses in terms of supply of materials or marketing.
While two of the three businesses remain small, the sewing factory employs sixty. In 
this case, we see a potentially advantageous feature of many ethnic businesses, namely 
the use of a co-ethnic workforce. The sewing factory proprietors regard for their 
workforce as a family reflects bonds of trust and support between Vietnamese enabling 
settled and predictable industrial relations. Without this trust, the expansion of this 
particular business would have been far more difficult.
Only very limited contacts are observable between the three Vietnamese-owned 
businesses and Government small business programs. The only real point of contact was 
between the pig-farmer and the Department of Agriculture on technical issues, but the 
advice given was not actually implemented in the manner suggested due to shortage of 
capital. Apart from this minor contact, none of the businesses owed anything in any 
direct sense to small business support policies. This reflects the lack of outreach of
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current policies and programs to non-English speaking background proprietors discussed 
previously in Holton (1988).
The three businesses described have of course been successful. All mention luck as one 
element in this achievement, alongside factors already discussed. The successful are by 
definition only one segment of the business community at any point in time, yet it is very 
difficult to sample the views and experiences of the unsuccessful. They are hard to 
identify and generally less ready to talk. We do not therefore have sufficient evidence 
of the balance of success and failure to be sure whether Vietnamese business 
involvement will grow to the scale of that found among previous post-war migrants 
such as Italians, Greeks and Lebanese. What is clear is that small business niches do 
exist for Vietnamese, even for those without previous business experience, and these 
niches are not restricted to servicing the Vietnamese market alone. Vietnamese- 
produced garden produce and Vietnamese-produced rice-flour rolls are on sale in the 
Coles New World and Woolworths supermarkets of Adelaide, while non-Asian patrons 
increasingly dominate the clientele of restaurants. There is every reason to suppose 
that business represents a significant though not at all guaranteed route to upward 
mobility.
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CHAPTER 5: VIETNAMESE UNEMPLOYED IN SYDNEY
In order to explore further the position of Vietnamese-born unemployed, in-depth 
interviews were held with 13 currently unemployed people. The purpose of these 
additional interviews was to look more closely at the experience of unemployment, the 
steps that had been taken to obtain work, perceived reasons for unemployment, and how 
far access is available to appropriate educational and training facilities.
Background
High rates of unemployment among Vietnamese have been a major area of concern since
the early 1980s. The 1986 census showed that around 30% of Vietnamese were
unemployed - a figure around 4 times the national average. Between 1986 and 1989
there has been a very significant reduction in unemployment rates from over 30% to
116%. Nonetheless the latter figure is still at least 2 /2  times greater than the national 
average.
Unemployment levels among Vietnamese also decline significantly with length of 
residence. The 1986 census data, summarised in Table 70 indicate that.
Table 70 Unemployment Rates of Vietnamese-Bom by Length of Residence. 1986 Census 
Length of residence (years) Unemployment Rate
than 1 71.2%
1 53.2%
2 42.3%
3 37.1%
4 33.6%
5-9 21.8%
10+ 12.9%
Even allowing for improvements in the unemployment rate as length of residence 
increases, it remains the case that Vietnamese unemployment remains very high. 
While part of the unemployment problem relates to the relatively youthful age- 
structure of the Vietnamese compared with the population in general, this factor does 
not by itself explain the high and continuing incidence of unemployment among sections 
of the Vietnamese population in their thirties and forties. A range of other relevant
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issues must therefore be considered including levels of education, difficulties with the 
English language, employment discrimination, problems in gaining access to training, 
and disincentives to seek employment relating to the society security system.
Within this context we now turn to examine the more detailed case-study of 
unemployed Vietnamese interviewed in Sydney.
Outline of Group Characteristics
The demographic background of the sample is outlined in Table 71.
Table 71 Personal Details of Unemployed Group
pondent No.Sex Age Martial Status Length of Residence
1 F 23 Single 9 years
2 F 29 Single nearly 2 years
3 M 44 Married 4 years
4 M 30 Single 8 Years
5 M 38 Married nearly 4 years
6 F 48 Married 6 years
7 M 34 Married 4 years
8 F 22 Single 8 years
9 M 60 Married 9 years
10 M 34 Married 9^/2 years
11 F 23 Married 7 years
12 F 26 Single 6^/2 years
13 F 26 Single 5 years
These data reflect a mixed sex group (6 male, 7 female) of mixed marital status (7 
married, 6 single). The group members were aged between 22 and 60, with the majority 
in their twenties and early thirties. In addition all but two of the respondents had been 
resident in Australia for at least 4 years. We are not therefore dealing primarily with 
those experiencing unemployment in the first few years of settlement.
The Experience of Unemployment
The group as a whole contained a mixture of short- and long-term unemployment. As 
indicated in Table 72 nine of the group of thirteen had been unemployed for 1 year or 
more, while three had been unemployed for less than 6 months.
154 VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990
Table 72 Patterns of Unemployment
Respondent
No.
Age Sex Duration of 
Unemployment
Prev.regular work 
in Australia prior 
to unemployment1 23 F 6 months No,full-time stud.2 29 F 20 months No
3 44 M 4 years No4 30 M 1 year Only part-time wk
5 38 M 3 years Yes, process worker
6 48 F 6 years Pt-tm cleaning
7 34 M 3 years Yes, process worker
8 22 F 1 month Yes, lab technician
9 60 M 2 years Yes, shop assistant
10 34 M 2 years Yes, waiter
11 23 F 3 months Yes, bank teller
12 26 F 2 months Yes, bank teller
13 26 F 8 months Yes, process worker
In general, those who had been unemployed longest were older people whose education 
had been completed in Vietnam. Younger people who had received at least part of 
their education in Australian generally reported shorter duration of unemployment. All 
but two reported workforce employment of some kind prior to unemployment.
It is also important to emphasise the meaning of unemployment to this group. In essence 
it was defined by virtually all respondents as absence of regular full-time work. When 
asked 'What have you been doing while you have been unemployed?', five respondents 
mentioned involvement in casual or part-time work. Respondent No. 10, a 34 year old 
married man who had previously been a general practitioner in Vietnam and had been 
unemployed for the last 2 years, had done a number of casual odd jobs including selling 
flowers, waiting and greenkeeping. Respondent No. 11, a 23 year old married woman, 
previously employed in Australia as a bank-teller, had been unemployed for 3 months 
and was doing part-time babysitting for older Vietnamese. Respondent No. 12, a 26 year 
old single woman, also previously employed as a bank-teller was also doing similar 
part-time work in the community, typing letters for people and acting as an interpreter. 
Meanwhile, respondent No. 1, a 23 year old single woman, an unemployed graduate 
from an Australian university, reported working 2 nights per week on a casual basis as a 
hospital cleaner.
Respondents were also asked why they are currently unemployed. Amongst the reasons 
given, poor English was by far the most important issue raised. This factor was 
mentioned by six respondents, sometimes alone, sometimes in combination with other
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factors. The centrality of English language competence to unemployment chances is a 
recurring theme throughout this study.
English language difficulties do not however tell the whole story. One problem with 
relying on this factor as a major explanation of Vietnamese unemployment is that many 
employed Vietnamese, including many in our factory worker sample also report poor 
English skills. High levels of English competence, while desirable for employment 
purposes, do not appear to be a necessity for entry into unskilled and semi-skilled work. 
CES officers interviewed in this research indicate that in many cases employers place 
an even higher priority on the Vietnamese reputation for hard work, than on specific 
levels of English.
If some Vietnamese with poor English skills remain unemployed and other with 
similarly poor English skills succeed in getting employment, then other additional 
factors must be at work.
Our unemployed respondents listed a number of other reasons for their unemployment. 
These included racial prejudice and small physique, sometimes in combination with 
other factors such as English difficulties. Each of these issues however requires further 
closer scrutiny.
Racial prejudice undoubtedly exists, although few of our respondents in the large-scale 
survey reported in Part 1 mention prejudice at work. Where workplace prejudice is 
mentioned, by our unemployed group this is often related as much to workmates who 
'always pick on me because of my race and because of my accent', rather as to employers. 
Certainly a number of larger manufacturing employers appear to actively seek out 
Vietnamese and other Indo-Chinese workers for their workforce.
'Racial prejudice' may also be a perceived rather than real cause of unemployment from 
the viewpoint of individual Vietnamese. This may arise where Vietnamese people see 
non-Vietnamese job applicants getting jobs in preference to themselves. It is very 
difficult to be sure that prejudice is operating in such situations without corroborating 
evidence of patterns of exclusion. Of course lack of overt evidence should not be 
interpreted as lack of prejudice.
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One way that prejudice may operate is through negative stereotyping of Vietnamese. 
This may in some cases be connected with Australian perceptions of Vietnamese 
physical strength and physique. Small physique is a factor mentioned by several of our 
unemployed group as a reason for their unemployment. However in such cases it is very 
hard to tell whether this is really is a relevant consideration or whether it is little 
more than a spurious excuse for refusing employment. There are certainly a number of 
technical reasons why machine configuration and bench heights may present problems 
for those of short physical stature. On the other hand where no attempt is made by 
employers to accommodate those of shorter stature by re-designing or modifying work 
situations, there remains the suspicion that physical size or strength are not 
particularly relevant factors in explaining unemployment.
Another issue that arises in analysing the Vietnamese experience of unemployment, is 
the extent to which unemployment is voluntary, reflecting some measure of choice. It is 
worth noting that most of the sample had some previous full-time employment, prior to 
being unemployed and that at least some of these left this employment due to perceived 
hostility from workmates, supervisors or managers. Respondent No. 13, a single woman, 
aged 26 had previous work as a process worker for 2 years, but had left due to 'lack of 
respect from her employer'. It is not clear from this information how far this decision to 
leave was forced due to coercion, and how far it was a matter of choice - albeit made 
under certain constraints. In general our unemployed group tended to downplay any 
element of choice in their work histories, favouring explanations of unemployment in 
terms of circumstances beyond their control.
One problem raised by Coughlan (1989) is the importance of the income support 
mechanisms of unemployment benefit in acting as a disincentive to Vietnamese 
unemployed finding employment. In particular he argues that immigrants with large 
families receiving additional benefit for dependent children have little financial 
incentive to seek unemployment. This type of disincentive is not of course peculiar to 
Vietnamese but may equally apply to all sections of the population. In addition there 
remains the further problem of those receiving unemployment benefit also gaining 
income from paid employment, such as outwork. Once again there is no evidence that 
this practice is any more widespread among Vietnamese than the rest of the 
population.
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In order to assess the response of our unemployed group to being unemployed, all 13 
unemployed were asked 'What have you been doing while you have been unemployed?' 
replies fell into one of three main categories, as follows:-
The general impression here is one of continuing activity and personal effort rather 
than demoralisation and passivity. However, it is very difficult to determine 
innermost feelings on the experience of unemployment, and how far individuals have 
become privately pessimistic about their chances of achieving satisfactory 
employment. One reason for the activism of this group is its comparatively youthful 
nature, with 10 out of 13 members aged less than 40.
Efforts to Find Work and Achieve Upward Social Mobility
All respondents have been making efforts to obtain suitable employment. All are 
currently drawing unemployment benefits, and hence are registered with the C.E.S.
In the process of searching for work, most mention trying a range of avenues, including 
friendship networks, attendance at the Commonwealth Employment Service, reading 
job advertisements in the newspapers, and applying directly to businesses. Of this range 
of avenues, all respondents mentioned using at least two different methods of finding 
work. The most often cited of these were friendship networks and the C.E.S. However 
respondent No. 10, the former general practitioner commented that the C.E.S. was less 
useful as a form of assistance, compared with friendship networks. The particular 
networks he mentioned were those involving Vietnamese-owned small businesses such 
as restaurants and video shops.
The research reported in Part 1 of this study indicates that the prospects for work are 
influenced to a significant extent by educational qualifications. Allied with this is the 
stage in the life-cycle when Vietnamese people first seek entry into the labour market. 
While there are common problems faced by all Vietnamese, such as adequacy of 
English language skills, there are also some different issues facing those with 
workforce experience in Vietnam compared with those who enter the workforce for the 
first time.
looking for work and taking casual work
learning English
focus on family and leisure
5 respondents 
5 respondents 
3 respondents
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In terms of educational background and experience the group can be divided into two 
sub-groups, according to the location and type of formal education. As indicated in 
Table 73, ten out of thirteen of one unemployed group had their formal education almost 
entirely within Vietnam.
Table 73 Educational Background of those whose Formal Education was undertaken in 
Vietnam
ipondentNo Age Sex Formal Education 
(highest level reached
2 20 F High School
3 44 M Year 8
4 30 M 1 year tertiary
5 38 M HSC
6 48 F Primary
7 34 M Year 9
9 60 M Primary
10 34 M Medical degree
12 26 F HSC
13 26 F 1 year tertiary
The patterns reflected here are very mixed with one person having completed tertiary, 
two others having begun tertiary, and another two having completed secondary. The 
other half of the sample had either primary only, or incomplete secondary education. 
When combined with English language difficulty, this limited educational background 
puts many members of the group at a significant disadvantage in achieving employment 
and upward mobility in Australia.
Only one of this sub-group of ten, respondent No. 10, a 34-year old former Vietnamese 
doctor, was currently suffering from lack of recognition of overseas qualifications. 
Compared with the health professionals discussed in Chapter 3, this respondent 
appears to have been less active in pursuing self-help or mutual support groups to 
upgrade his qualifications in Australia. He has opted to take on a series of casual job, 
and has indicated 'I would like to go back to university when my financial position is 
stable’. This case is an example of the dilemma of needing further training to obtain 
appropriate employment, but simultaneously facing financial pressures to take work 
which disrupt the capacity to study. Similar sentiments were expressed by respondent 
No. 4, a 30-year old male with 1 years' tertiary experience in Vietnam, facing precisely 
this dilemma. He wished 'there was more extra places in university so it makes it
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easier for people to get in and that there should be a higher rate of Austudy because it 
costs too much to go to uni’. Instead he has been taking casual work.
Of the other nine members of this sub-group, five are currently receiving further English 
language support, while one is taking an acting course at Sydney Technical College to 
develop acting skills first acquired in Vietnam. It is very significant that none of the 
sub-group educated in Vietnam is involved in a labour market training program to 
acquire new skills related to Australian employment opportunities.
The primary involvement in English classes rather than specific labour market training 
schemes is of course indicative of the protracted nature of Vietnamese English language 
difficulties. One respondent took the view 'it is very hard to grasp everything in 3 
months especially for people whose aged is beyond 25. I think each English course 
should be of 6 months at least, and continue to a higher standard.’ The preoccupation 
with English is also a reasonable response to a situation where there may be 
difficulties in getting access to, or participating successfully in labour market training 
schemes when English skills are poor. One problem mentioned by an employment 
service provider was the applicants for certain training courses were, he believed, 
selected according to their likelihood of passing. This however discriminated against 
those whose English skills were perceived to be limited. We have no evidence to 
suggest this is a widespread problem. The articulation of ESL provision with labour 
market training is however a matter requiring further research.
The second far smaller sub-group of the sample, listed in Table 74, involved the three 
youngest Vietnamese unemployed, all of whom had some formal educational experience 
in Australia.
Table 74 Educational Background of those with Recent Formal Education Undertaken in 
Australia
Respondent
No.
Age Sex Formal Education Length of Resid.
in Australia
1 23 F B.Sc. Wollongong 9 years
8 22 M Some tertiary study 8 years 
at Tech. Coll.
11 23 F HSC 7 years
Of these three, one had completed a tertiary qualification, one some incomplete post­
secondary experience, and a third completed secondary to HSC level. These three had
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all arrived in Australia between the ages of 14 and 16, and none reported English 
difficulties. This younger age at entry, coupled with a length of residence in excess of 7 
years, gives this sub-group the opportunity to gain formal qualifications in Australia, 
and thus a better opportunity to become employed. Respondents 8 and 11 had already 
been employed prior to the current period of unemployment, as a lab technician and 
bank teller respectively.
The two members of this sub-group with post-secondary qualifications in science cited 
lack of job opportunities in science fields as a reason for difficulties in finding 
employment. This was linked in part to lack of Government support for research 
funding. The problems of unemployed graduates in this respect are common to all 
graduates rather than being a specifically Vietnamese problem.
Respondent No. 11, by contrast, had only HSC qualifications. While having worked as 
a bank teller for a year, she was looking for a better-paid job. Work in clerical and 
receptionist employment led nowhere. She was currently looking 'to take some training 
courses from the CES, but they hadn't found one that is suitable for me yet'. Her 
ultimate ambition was to be an accountant.
In the case of this sub-group, all three respondents reported 6 months or less of 
unemployment. This differs from the longer-term unemployment characteristic of those 
whose education has been in Vietnam and who have significant English difficulties. 
While it is invalid to generalise from this small case-study, it is certainly noteworthy 
that the younger, part-Australian educated sub-group has some advantage in the 
search for work compared with their Vietnamese-educated counterparts.
Occupational Competence and Occupational Aspirations
Another factor affecting the search for employment is the extent to which there exists 
a gap between educational experience, occupational competence and occupational 
aspirations. This gap identifies the activities individuals believe they are capable of 
doing, or would like to do, but which they cannot currently do, due to unemployment.
In Table 75, we have compared educational background with respondents own accounts 
of their particular competencies and aspirations. These data reflect the very mixed 
educational background of respondents, and a very mixed reporting of competencies.
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Table 75 Educational Experience. Occupational Competencies and Occupational
Aspirations
Respondent Formal Period Job Competencies Job Aspiration
(Age, Sex) education Unemployed (self-assessed)
IF , 23 B.Sc - Aust. 6 months Science Teacher 
Research assistant
Ecologist
Psychologist
2 F, 29 High Sch - VN 20 months Dress-making Drawing
3M,44 Yr 8 -VN 4 years Light duty W aiter
4M,30 1 YrTert-VN 1 year Packer Geneticist
Telephonist
Labourer
Chemist
Mathematician
5 M,38 H.S.C. - VN 3 years Mechanic Car Repair
6F,48 Primary - VN 6 years Cleaner Cook. /Restaurant
7M, 34 Year 9 - VN 3 years Carpenter Carpenter
8 F, 22 some Tert - Aust 1 month 
Music teacher
S.Wker/Biolgst 
Research/ hosptl
9M, 60 Primary - VN 2 years Shop Assistant Shop Assistant
10M, 34 Med. deg. - VN 2 years General Practitioner G. Practitioner
Pathologist Lawyer
11 F, 23 H.S.C. - Aust 3 months Clerk
Sales assistant 
Teller
Accountant
12 F, 26 H.S.C. - VN 2 months Actress
Teacher
Dancer
Director
13 F, 26 1 yr tert - VN 8 months Tailor Counsellor
Hairdresser Decorator
Those without high levels of formal education tended to report relatively modest 
competencies, and this reflects a willingness to adapt to the realities of the Australian 
labour market for unskilled or semi-skilled labour. Those with more formal educational 
qualifications were more forthright about the extent of their competencies, though even 
here willingness to compromise is evident. Thus, both respondent 4 and respondent 13 
were prepared to take on occupations such as packer or tailor, even though they had 
begun tertiary education while in Vietnam. There is no clear evidence here of the 
inflation of competencies beyond actual capacities. However, the reported job 
aspirations of the sample indicate the scale of the gap between currently unemployed 
status and the underlying hopes of the unemployed. In order to realise their hopes, it is 
clear that some respondents would have to undergo considerable further education and 
training. This applies to the former packer who wants to be a geneticist, chemist or 
mathematician (respondent No. 4) and the former bank-teller who wants to be an 
accountant (respondent No. 11). However few concrete steps towards bringing the gap
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between unemployment and aspirations were currently being taken. This may indicate a 
lack of realism.
Conclusion
The conclusions that may be drawn from this in-depth study of a small group of 
Vietnamese are qualitative rather than quantitative. That is to say, they offer 
insights into different patterns of experience, rather than precise information about the 
numerical scale and importance of particular patterns of unemployment.
One of the most important conclusions, noted above in part 1, but further amplified in 
this case-study is that younger Vietnamese educationally qualified in Australia may 
stand more chance in the labour market, than Vietnamese whose formal education has 
been entirely within Vietnam. The former sub-group experiences little difficulty with 
English, and have qualifications that are more readily accepted. Their employment 
chances will still of course be affected by prevailing conditions within the economy, 
and by the demand for the particular skills they have obtained.
A second conclusion from the case-study confirms the importance of English language 
skills to the search to obtain employment. The evidence assembled here once again 
draws attention to the inadequacy of on-arrival ESL support, and to difficulties in the 
articulation of ESL and labour market training.
A third more controversial area concerns the extent to which Vietnamese 
unemployment may be regarded as voluntary rather than involuntary, dependent on 
some measure of choice. This question arises because a number of the unemployed group 
previously held employment which they subsequently left. Of course issues of prejudice 
and inadequate pay or conditions enter into many decisions of this kind. It also arises 
because the reasons some unemployed Vietnamese cite as responsible for their 
unemployment, such as poor English, do not appear to impede some other Vietnamese 
from gaining employment. In this respect the reported English skills of this sample of 
unemployed are no worse than the skills of the factory workers from the South 
Australian motor industry outlined in part 2, chapter 2 above.
It is therefore difficult to avoid the conclusion that some Vietnamese choose or decide 
to leave existing employment without being forced to do so. This in no way separates
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them from all other Australians. There is no suggestion here of erecting a negative 
stereotype of Vietnamese as dole-bludgers. If anything the stereotype, held by many 
employers is of a strong commitment to the work ethic.
Insofar as some Vietnamese unemployment is voluntary, it must still be emphasised 
that such decisions takes place within an overall income-support framework based on 
the availability of unemployment and social security benefit. This system of course 
applies to all Australians. And it has in many respects functioned hitherto as a 
disincentive not only to seeking work, but to seeking training and upgrading of skills to 
improve employment chances. These issues were raised by some of our respondents in 
respect to the prevailing Austudy allowance being less than unemployment benefit. 
This was seen as hindering the process of skills acquisition.
From this viewpoint planned changes in the relationship between social security 
benefits and employment education and training, linking receipt of the dole to skills 
formation and upgrading will, if carefully implemented, assist all Australians, 
Vietnamese included, to avoid the trap of welfare dependency, and correct the 
disincentive to seek further training.
The onus is not simply therefore on Vietnamese to choose to participate more fully in 
education and training opportunities. It is also, from the evidence presented here and in 
Part One, vital that Government programs and services, are accessible and properly co­
ordinated so as to cater for the specific needs of all unemployed groups, including the 
needs of non-English speaking background groups like the Vietnamese. This applies 
both to training and to income-support services.
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CHAPTER 6: ETHNIC CHINESE
We have already indicated in Part 1 that the Vietnamese refugee population is made 
up of a significant minority of ethnic Chinese Vietnamese. Although this group was 
under-represented in our sample survey, a number of conclusions emerged about ethnic 
Chinese social mobility chances. These included the following:-
ethnic Chinese faced similar obstacles to ethnic Vietnamese in trying to regain 
an occupational status similar to that previously held in Vietnam 
ethnic Chinese in Australia tended to be more heavily represented in 
managerial and small business activities than in the professions. This reflects 
previous Chinese concentration in business activity in Vietnam, as well as a 
more limited participation of ethnic Chinese in formal education to an 
advanced level
ethnic Chinese reported a similar range of settlement problems to ethnic 
Vietnamese, although the number of Chinese reporting no current problems 
exceeded that of Vietnamese in general.
It is difficult to analyse the ethnic Chinese Vietnamese social mobility data from 
official census data because this group is hard to distinguish from Vietnamese or 
Chinese. Service providers indicated that either description might be used by ethnic 
Chinese Vietnamese in describing their ethnicity. Similarly major employers such as 
the large South Australian car makers identify individuals as Indo-Chinese or by 
country of birth, again making it difficult to distinguish the specific occupational 
history of the ethnic Chinese.
There have also been some problems in understanding the relationship between ethnic 
Chinese Vietnamese, and the majority ethnic Vietnamese in Australia. These two 
groups see themselves very much as part of the Vietnamese community in Australia. 
They celebrate Buddhist and Moon festivals alongside each other, they participate in 
common fund-raising efforts on behalf of the Vietnamese community, and are often 
members of joint organisations such as the Indo-Chinese-Australian Womens 
Association. Both groups are mostly composed of refugees, many of them boat people or 
former inmates of refugee camps who supported each other in difficult times.
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At the same time, the ethnic Chinese speak Chinese as well as Vietnamese and 
participate as well in a range of Chinese organisations. These include the Indo-Chinese 
Chinese Association, the Overseas Chinese Association and a number of mutual 
associations. While the ethnic Chinese Vietnamese are not a separate community, they 
do represent a significant sub-group within the Vietnamese population in Australia.
In order to explore this neglected area further, in-depth interviews were carried out on 
21 ethnic Chinese Vietnamese currently living in New South Wales. These were 
divided 13 male, 8 female, and made up a mixture of age-groups, ranging from 21 to 50.
All but 2 of the 21 ethnic Chinese interviewed had been in Australia for at least 6 years 
at the time of interview, and all but 7 had been in Australia at least 8 years. Four of the 
younger members of the sample had attended educational institutions in Australia.
The occupational structure of the ethnic Chinese sample is very similar to that of the 
Vietnamese in general, both with respect to initial employment and current job. Table 
76 indicates the initial occupational distribution of the ethnic Chinese.
Table 76 Initial Employment of Ethnic Chinese in Australia
Process workers 9
Packer 2
Furniture assembler 2
Interpreter 1
Dishwasher 1
Cook 1
Computer/technician 1
Student 3
None 1
This is almost exclusively geared to unskilled and semi-skilled work with the 
exception of the computer/technician and the interpreter.
The current employment structure of the ethnic Chinese indicates some upward 
movement. Table 77, still shows that the current jobs held still involve a preponderance 
of unskilled and semi-skilled employees.
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Table 77 Current Tob of Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese
Mail Officer 6
Process worker 5
Packer 2
Machinist 2
Computer technician 1
Computer operator 1
Electronic factory work 1
Chief chemist 1
Unregistered pharmacist 1
Storeman 1
However, there is some evidence of upward social mobility here in that these members 
of the group now occupied professional, para-professional or technical employment, 
while the number of those engaged in process work had gone down.
The individual mobility pattern is outlined in Table 78.
Table 78 Individual Mobility Pattern of Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese 
Respondent No. Sex/Age Educational Previous job(s) Current job
Background
1 M, 28 B.Sc.(Hons.)-Aust Dishwash.(2V2yr) Chief Chemist of
Lab Technician (3 yrs) pharmaceut. co.
2 F, 37 Complete sec - VN Process worker Process worker
3 F, 22 B.Pharm - Aust Student Unregistered
pharmacist
4 M, 26 ? - Aust Student Electron. Engin.
5 M, 30 Some tertiary-VN Process worker
Mail Officer Mail Off.(5 yrs)
6 M, 43 Complete sec - VN Cook - waiter
Delivery salesman Storeman (5 yrs)
7 F, 21 HSC - Aust Student Comp.operator
8 M, 28 Some sec - VN Process Worker Process Worker
9 M,30 Some sec - VN General hand - 
various jobs Mach. Oper.(3yr)
10 F, 38 Some sec - VN Housewife Proc.worker(9yr)
11 F, 45 Some tert - VN Packer Packer
12 M, 44 Comp, sec - VN 
(ex-soldier)
Furniture worker Proc.worker(3yr)
13 F, 40 Comp, sec - VN Process worker Mail Officer
Mail Officer
14 M, 43 Comp, sec - VN Interpreter MailOfficer(5 yr) 
Mail Officer
15 F, 42 Comp, sec - VN Process worker Process worker
(Steel works) (Same job)
16 M, 46 Some tert - VN Furniture assembler 
(2 yrs)
Die milling (4 yrs)
Machinist
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Respondent No. Sex/Age Educational
Background
Previous job(s) Current job
17 M, 44 BA-VN (extensive)Process worker Mail off.(7 yrs)
18 M, 32 Some tert - VN Computer tech 
(same job)
Computer tech
19 F, 26 Year 10 - Aust Packer Packer
20 M, 50 Tert - VN 
(ex-soldier)
Process worker Mail Off.(8 yrs)
21 M, 54 BA-VN 
(ex teacher)
Process worker Mail Off.(9 yrs)
This indicates that most of the upward social mobility is limited to one of two typical 
situations. The first involves students graduating from Australian institutions and able 
to take professional or technical employment. Those with Vietnamese tertiary 
qualifications or experience only do not experience any upward mobility. The second 
involves more modest upward movement from casual, contract and /or unskilled 
employment to more secure types of manual work, e.g. shifts from process work into mail 
officer work. Otherwise around one-quarter of the group are doing the same kind of 
work now as they did on arrival in Australia.
It appears there are few elements of this picture that relate specifically to ethnic 
Chinese. Rather the pattern revealed are fairly typical of Vietnamese in general. 
These common features include the following:-
(a) The predominant involvement in unskilled or semi-skilled manual 
work.
(b) The location of many Vietnamese tertiary trained people in manual 
work.
(c) The advantage of Australian educational qualifications in securing 
upward social mobility.
(d) The preference for mail officer work above process work (see above 
chapter 2)
Another common factor between ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese is a 
general feeling that they have no chance for meaningful promotion within factory 
work. Only 2 out of this sample of 21 had ever applied. Respondent No. 10, a 38-year 
old female process worker, who had worked for the same employer for virtually all of 
her 9 years in Australia, gave three reasons for the lack of interest in promotion. These 
were difficulties in English language skills in relation to the mother tongue English-
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speakers in the workforce, reluctance in occupying a senior position which involved 
ordering other Vietnamese people to work, and a feeling of being an 'outsider' in 
dealing with predominantly Anglo-Australian 'white' supervisors.
There is also a gap between current job held and the job individuals would most like to 
do. Table 79 outlines the nature of this gap.
Table 79 Current Tob and Tob Most Desired of Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese
Respondent No. Sex/Age
5
6
7
8 
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20 
21
M, 28 
F, 37 
F, 22
M, 26
M, 30 
M, 43 
F, 21 
M, 28 
M, 30
F, 38 
F, 45 
M, 44 
F, 40 
M,43 
F, 42 
M, 46 
M, 44 
M, 32
F, 26
M,50
M,54
Current job(s) 
Chief Chemist 
Process worker 
Unregistered 
Pharmacist
Electronic Engineering Supervisor 
worker 
Mail Officer 
Storeman 
Computer operator 
Process worker 
Machine operator
Desired job 
Laboratory Manager 
No answer
(1) Pharmacist
(2) Computer programmer
Process worker 
Packer
Process worker 
Mail Officer 
Mail Officer 
Process worker 
Machinist 
Mail Officer 
Electronics & 
Computer technician 
Packer 
Mail Officer 
Mail Officer
Accountant
Establish own business 
Supervisor 
No answer
Establish own business 
e.g. photo shop, newsagent, 
fruit shop 
Retire
Social worker 
Own small business 
No answer 
Senior Mail Officer 
No answer 
Interpreter 
Teacher 
Electronics and 
Computer work 
Own travel agent 
Librarian 
No answer
Two findings are immediately noticeable. The first is that many respondents aspire to 
job of a more professional or skilled kind than they currently hold. This is seen as a 
route to greater autonomy. The second is that four of the five process workers gave no 
indication of any alternative job aspirations - suggesting a degree of pragmatic 
acceptance of the reality that there are few employment options other than unskilled 
work. Three of these four were women.
None of the reactions described so far distinguishes ethnic Chinese Vietnamese from 
ethnic Vietnamese. However a third prominent feature of the data on job aspirations,
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namely the desire to establish a small business is consistent with general evidence in 
Part 1 of this study indicating a greater involvement of ethnic Chinese than ethnic 
Vietnamese in the small business area. Four members of this group of ethnic Chinese 
mentioned the establishment of small businesses, including a 30 year old male machine 
operator who had considered operating a photo shop, newsagent or fruit shop, and a 26 
year old female packer who wanted her own travel agency.
All Chinese-background people in Australia, including ethnic Chinese have potential 
access to a wider network of Chinese business. In this respect there is some continuity 
between Chinese business involvement in Vietnam and in Australia. In addition 
business activity is furthered through kinship and friendship networks within the 
ethnic business community. Through various business and familial networks, ethnic 
Chinese Vietnamese have access to capital and contacts.
Consideration of ethnic Chinese involvement in or desire to be involved in small 
business, raises a further issue concerning specific advantages for ethnic Chinese 
refugees from Vietnam, compared with other Vietnamese refugees. Twelve of the 
twenty-one respondents indicated that they did feel there were positive advantages to 
being Chinese. Such advantages included the presence of other people of Chinese 
background in Australia, many of whom lived in Australia prior to the arrival of 
ethnic Chinese Vietnamese. This meant a pre-existing Chinese-speaking community 
and the existence of support networks. It also meant contact with other Chinese in the 
work situation, of value in gaining employment and assessing business opportunities. 
Ethnic Vietnamese refugees, by contrast arrived in Australia without the benefit of a 
pre-existing resident Vietnamese community. Their own networks therefore had to be 
built up very much from scratch.
Other advantages of being Chinese mentioned by Chinese respondents related in part to 
perceived differences in community organisation. According to one respondent, ethnic 
Chinese organisations are more practical and less political than Vietnamese 
organisations. Whether these perceptions are completely accurate is not entirely clear. 
However a number of Vietnamese respondents interviewed during the course of the in- 
depth case studies felt Chinese absorbed less of their energies in politics and in concern 
over the fate of Vietnam. This it was felt, reduced the stress level facing ethnic 
Chinese Vietnamese, giving them more chance to follow economic pursuits. In the same
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vein, Vietnamese felt the ethnic Chinese had suffered less from incarceration in re­
education camps, few Chinese having been army officers or senior officials.
A further advantage for the ethnic Chinese, according to some Vietnamese is that they 
possess two languages, Vietnamese and Chinese, as opposed to Vietnamese. This is seen 
as giving an advantage in public sector employment in positions such as social worker or 
community worker. There is no hard evidence that this is a widespread feature of the 
public sector labour market. To set against these possible (or perceived) advantages, it 
has also been said that the ethnic Chinese Vietnamese are not necessarily accepted by 
all other Chinese. It has been claimed that the Hong Kong Chinese business migrants, 
for example, have little in common with the ethnic Chinese refugees. Insofar as social 
stratification exists within the Chinese population, this tends to reinforce a sense of 
Vietnamese community linking ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese. 
Some caution should therefore be used in assuming complete openness of access for ethnic 
Chinese Vietnamese within the Chinese community in Australia.
Conclusion
There are many common features between ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese 
Vietnamese refugees. These common features produce a very similar pattern of economic 
participation and social mobility. In this respect this case-study confirms the 
statistical analysis outlined in Part 2. However patterns of social mobility do vary, 
especially with relationship to business activity, and the capacity of ethnic Chinese 
Vietnamese to mobilise Chinese networks. For the ethnic Chinese, employment options 
tend towards business or manual work, with comparatively little professional 
involvement at this stage.
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CONCLUSION
General Overview
This study set out to analyse the social mobility experience of Vietnamese-born 
immigrants in Australia. The main aims have been to assess how much mobility has 
been achieved, what resources have been brought to bear in assisting the settlement 
process and what major obstacles lie in the way. The study also set out to identify the 
implications of its findings for public policy and programs.
The process of refugee and migrant settlement is a very complex one, involving a range 
of economic, political, cultural and psychological issues. The question of social 
mobility, measured in terms of employment and occupational status is but one of several 
crucial aspects of the process. If we examine the Vietnamese social mobility experience 
in Australia, measured in these terms, our overall verdict is that the Vietnamese have 
made some significant advances in upward social mobility. However these are only on a 
limited scale, and in the face of considerable obstacles. Problems of concentration in 
unskilled and semi-skilled jobs, high and protracted unemployment, failure to recognise 
overseas skills and qualifications and restricted mobility chances for women, are 
prominent features of the settlement process for Vietnamese people. For every successful 
Vietnamese professional and businessperson, there are at least a dozen others who are 
employed either as factory workers, labourers and domestic outworkers, or who remain 
unemployed. While part of the unemployment is voluntary, much of it is not especially 
in the difficult initial years of arrival. The limited success achieved by the 
Vietnamese in a comparatively short space of time has been the result of much hard 
working, adaptability and flexibility in seeking out and working within available 
niches in the labour market. These real achievements have however been bought at a 
price in terms of long hours of work, and often, the demoralising experience of finding 
overseas qualifications and experience de-valued.
In a wider sense however the priorities of the Vietnamese have been set by their 
predominant refugee status. Settlement has therefore meant the opportunity to re-build 
their lives, and re-construct family and community life in a peaceful environment.
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While Australian observers may judge Vietnamese settlement very largely in terms of 
economic achievements and upward social mobility, the Vietnamese seek economic 
prosperity within a wider framework of freedom from war, social conflict and political 
coercion. This search means above all else putting down roots. Successful employment is 
a vital part of this process, but not the only part.
In terms of putting down roots, the Vietnamese have achieved a good deal. First they 
express a strong commitment to Australia, taking out citizenship as early as they can. 
This is also reflected in the rejection by a majority of our respondents of the option to 
return to Vietnam if a democratic government were ever elected there. Second they 
have successfully pursued an active policy of family re-union to reunite shattered and 
often shell-shocked family groups within Australia. Third they have formed a range 
of community and mutual aid organisations, whereby many difficulties are dealt with 
in a self-sufficient way. While many problems also require Government assistance (e.g. 
access to English classes or income-support while studying) the Vietnamese have tried 
to manage, as far as possible, without becoming dependent on Government. The many 
difficulties encountered during the settlement process have been clearly enumerated in 
this study. Nonetheless the study also indicates a remarkable resilience and preference 
for self-sufficiency on behalf of most refugees.
In many respects the Vietnamese have faced exactly the same problems (e.g. English 
language difficulty, recognition of overseas qualifications), as those originally 
experienced by Australia's immediate post-war refugees. During the late 1970s and for 
most of the 1980s they saw very limited Government assistance in English support and 
in employment and training. Although very recent changes in the overseas 
qualification, and employment and training areas are to be welcomed, it is nonetheless 
the case that the Vietnamese have been left by Government very much to their own 
devices.
This raises the following question: 'Has anything been learnt in the last 40 years by 
Australian Governments with respect to immigrant settlement and especially refugee 
settlement?' Have policies and programs moved forward to a significant degree, or is 
each successive immigrant group destined to repeat the same protracted process of 
struggle against disadvantage and neglect? On the evidence presented in this study, the 
answer inclines to the latter pessimistic position.
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Social M obility Patterns
The following major findings are reported with respect to Vietnamese social mobility:-
(1) Vietnamese have experienced a significant degree of upward mobility between 
first job and current job in Australia.
(2\) Around one-fifth of our sample moved upward over the period of their work 
history in Australia, while another two-fifths remained in a roughly similar 
position many of them in manual work. Most of the remainder are younger 
people who have joined the workforce for the first time as school leavers, 
though a significant number remain unemployed.
(3) Women do somewhat worse than men in virtually every aspect of social 
mobility.
(4) There are many common features between the workforce experience of ethnic 
Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese Vietnamese, although the ethnic Chinese in 
Australia are more highly concentrated in manual work and small business, 
than are the Vietnamese.
(5) It is important to distinguish between the mobility patterns of those with 
workforce experience in Vietnam and those who entered the workforce for the 
first time in Australia.
(6) On arrival in Australia, most of those formerly employed in Vietnam in 
managerial, administrative or professional employment have either worked in 
manual employment or been unemployed. This de-skilling process affected over 
half our sample.
(7) Only one-third of those employed in Vietnam in higher income, higher status 
positions in Vietnam have managed to secure broadly similar work in 
Australia, over the last 10-12 years.
(8) Ethnic Chinese Vietnamese are less likely to have regained high status 
employment than ethnic Vietnamese, with the exception of business activity.
(9) Formal education makes a significant difference in the capacity of Vietnamese 
to regain high status employment. However many educated Vietnamese still 
work in unskilled jobs.
(10) Those Vietnamese without work experience in Vietnam show similar overall 
rates of upward mobility to those with such experience. There are also 
similarities between the two groups with respect to the greater success of men 
than women in occupational terms.
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(11) Vietnamese with work experience in Vietnam are more likely to be employed in 
managerial, administrative, and professional employment in Australia, than 
are those without workforce experience. However this is related to the more 
youthful profile of the latter group.
Obstacles Facing Vietnamese in the Search for Upward Social M obility
1. English Language Competence
The greatest problem facing Vietnamese is lack of English language competence. 
Continuing English problems are reported by Vietnamese themselves and by a range of 
service providers. Problems of gaining access to appropriate English language provision 
beyond the initial post-arrival classes are made worse by the urgent needs of the 
Vietnamese to find employment. A vicious circle is created in which the chance to 
improve English through additional intensive classes is undermined by the need to find 
employment, while the lack of English makes it very difficult to obtain a skilled or 
responsible job.
The effect is to trap many Vietnamese in unskilled and semi-skilled work. Lack of 
English tends to make people feel 'inferior' and 'uncomfortable', inhibiting many from 
job interviews. For many who held higher-status work in Vietnam, current involvement 
in unskilled and semi-skilled work represents a pragmatic adaptation to labour market 
realities. Our case-studies of mail exchange workers and motor factory workers 
illustrate this adaptation process by Vietnamese seeking a regular income upon which 
to support a re-construction of their lives.
2. Overseas Qualifications
Lack of recognition of overseas qualifications is one reason why educated Vietnamese 
find themselves in unskilled or semi-skilled work. As with immigrants from other 
countries facing similar recognition problems, the net effect is to waste talent and create 
personal demoralisation. At least half Vietnamese with qualifications who tried to 
get recognition, did not get them recognised, and some of those who did work in para- 
professional rather than full professional work.
Our case study of health professionals shows that some can find their way through the 
many obstacles to successful registration. The pathway is however a difficult one, 
relying in part on the willingness of professional bodies and tertiary institutions to
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accept re-entry into the education and accreditation process. It also depends in large 
measure on a high degree of mutual support from family members and others seeking 
Australian qualification, and a significant level of personal sacrifice of time and 
energy. However some do not succeed in traversing this pathway, and others do not 
attempt to do so. We still lack reliable national figures on the number of Vietnamese 
who follow these various paths.
3. Family priorities and the position of women
Women face particular challenges and difficulties within the settlement process. Their 
rates of English language competence are lower than men, they participate less in ESL 
classes, and achieve lower rates of upward social mobility. This situation is partly an 
effect of the youthful profile of the Vietnamese refugee group, most of whose adult 
members are within the family formation and child-bearing age group. Some 
Vietnamese women have definitely chosen a home duties role specifically to look after 
children. Many have very young children, while a number see support for their 
children as an investment in their education and personal development.
Whether or not they have children, many Vietnamese women participate in paid 
work. In the case of outwork this can usually be organised in a manner that is not 
disruptive of family life. Many wives work outside the home to maximise family 
income by creating two-income families. This pattern is identified in our case-study of 
motor factory workers. In addition wives often take over a major supporting role to their 
husbands to assist them in processes of educational up-grading. Overall, the husband's 
work prospects and children's education appear to take precedence over their own. This 
type of social role for married women is seen as culturally appropriate by most 
Vietnamese. It creates major challenges for service delivers to devise appropriate and 
effective ways to enhance the access of women to English and other educational support 
programs.
Within the small business context, husbands and wives or groups of kin, may work as 
partners. In two of our Vietnamese business case-studies, partnerships of this kind 
arose. It may be expected that Vietnamese involvement in small business will expand, 
in a manner similar to that of previous immigrant groups, even though Vietnamese 
have mostly started off as refugees with little capital or business contacts.
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A final issue raised in our large sample survey and in several of the case-studies, 
including the unemployed is the issue of racism and discrimination. Racism is 
undoubtedly experienced by many Vietnamese. However they report this is more 
widespread in the form of abuse in the streets, rather than racist behaviour in the 
workplace. It is difficult to tell whether this reflects perception of the most overt 
racism. Insofar as it does, it remains unclear how much tacit or covert racism operates 
within the labour market. On the surface however, much of the evidence about 
employer attitudes presented to us, suggests that many employers welcome and in some 
cases actively seek out Vietnamese workers. Having said this a number of our 
respondents also indicated that Vietnamese do feel very insecure as a result of general 
racist and anti-Asian behaviour in the wider society. One effect of this is to seek 
employment in workplaces where other Vietnamese are also employed. This increases 
confidence and a feeling of safety. It is also obviously a way of avoiding loneliness 
finding friends who speak the same language.
The set of obstacles to employment listed here do not inevitably or necessarily mean 
unemployment or unskilled work. While barriers exist, Vietnamese pride themselves 
on their self-sufficiency and mutual support as means of finding employment. They also 
utilise Government employment services to a considerable extent, though these services 
have not always been as sensitive to Vietnamese needs as they have recently become.
Many of those Vietnamese in employment do not seem to sympathise with the long­
term unemployed whether among the Vietnamese or the general Australian 
population. To remain unemployed is seen as becoming dependent on the dole and hence 
on Government. This is a very sensitive issue for Vietnamese who do not want to have a 
bad name. Through our research we have no sure way of knowing how far Vietnamese 
unemployment is voluntary, and whether the Vietnamese are any more or any less 
prone to voluntary unemployment than any other section of the population. It is 
however clear that voluntary unemployment is very much an 'Australian' option 
compared with the system in Vietnam where unemployment benefit is not paid and 
where convention dictates self-help and mutual support.
It is worthwhile noting that the high initial rates of Vietnamese unemployment have 
declined veiy substantially with increase length of residence, if this trend continues it 
is possible that the underlying rate will in the next 5 years move very close to the
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national average unemployment rate. For this reason recent adverse comment on the 
high levels of Vietnamese unemployment, is short-sighted and superficial. There is no 
evidence to support the racist stereotype that Vietnamese are unemployable and prone 
to live off the dole. This stereotype appears to have gained currency, in part at least, 
through the equally spurious assumption that Vietnamese refugees are primarily ill- 
educated peasants and fishermen. On the contrary the majority come from an urban 
background and significant numbers have received at least a secondary education. Over 
the next 5 years it is to be expected that Vietnamese unemployment rates will converge 
even further towards the general rate, as many children graduate from high school and 
university with good English and formal educational credentials.
Government Service Delivery and Vietnamese Social Mobility in Australia 
Immigration issues have always had a high profile in Australian public life. This 
profile has perhaps increased in significance in the last 20 years or so with the advent 
of multicultural settlement issues, and the development of links between 
multiculturalism and the intake side of immigration policy. Refugee intake policy, and 
its link with subsequent family reunion intakes is clearly an important matter. 
However within this study, we have restricted the public policy reference points to 
settlement issues, above all access and equity and social justice policies affecting the 
Vietnamese.
In spite of all the recent policy formulation and program development that has taken 
place, we believe that few significant inroads have been made by Government on the 
problems Vietnamese suffer in the labour market. In one sense it is an issue of too little 
too late, for many of the latest employment and training or access and equity programs 
have been brought down well after most Vietnamese arrived and began to settle. The 
impact of ESL provision and employment and training schemes during the 1980s seems 
disappointingly small, in spite of the professionalism of service providers. However 
recent improvements in provision are welcomed by respondents, especially as they will 
assist current Vietnamese immigrants.
While this research was not intended as a systematic evaluation of service provision, 
we report a number of relevant findings dealing with inadequacies in existing service 
delivery programs, as a basis for further recommendations to the Commonwealth and 
States.
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1. English as a Second Language
Australia's English as a second language program for adults has not, and is not currently 
meeting the needs of the Vietnamese in an effective way. This is partly because official 
views of NESB settlement see it as a short to medium-term process. This ignores the 
protracted nature of English language leaving difficulties for many groups, including 
many Vietnamese. In spite of the professionalism of ESL teachers, the structure of adult 
ESL funding priorities and program organisation has discriminated against those who 
still need intensive English support after 3 or more years of residence.
Another problem with ESL provision has been the lack of advanced courses which can 
cater for specific vocational needs of those seeking more skilled and responsible 
employment. A number of such courses exist, but they are not sufficiently widely 
available to meet all needs. Those seeking advanced special purpose English often 
resent being included in elementary ESL courses where they learn how to go shopping 
rather than how to function as a professional or businessman.
2. Employment and Training
The Commonwealth Employment Service assisted large numbers of Vietnamese clients 
during the 1980s. Mainstream service providers, notably the Department of 
Employment, Education and Training (DEET) have recently begun to give increased 
formal priority to ethno-specific employment problems of NESB migrant clients. 
Although such clients are now targeted for attention there remains concern that this 
process will be restricted to generalised head-counts of NESB clients placed in 
employment. This in itself is valuable, but the concern is that this general targeting 
has so far not followed through to particular areas of difficulty, such as the long-term 
unemployed, or to those with unrecognised overseas qualifications requiring 
appropriate access to training opportunities. Concern is also expressed about the 
articulation of ESL provision with employment and training support. Vocational 
training without adequate English may be a waste of effort unless means can be found of 
dove-tailing advanced English for vocational purposes with training programs in 
substantive fields.
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1975-1990 179
3. Recognition of Overseas Qualifications
Many Vietnamese with professional or trade skills have been unable to achieve 
recognition. Currently policies and programs have not yet managed to create an optimal 
framework for the effective re-training and re-entry of these talented people, ready 
and willing to contribute their skills to a country which has not had to pay for their 
previous education.
It has been put to us that CES initiatives to assist Vietnamese to find employment have 
been dominated by the most urgent priority of getting individuals into jobs of whatever 
kind, listed by employers. Whether or not this point is entirely accurate, it appears 
that further attention needs to be given to meeting the specific needs of former 
professionals and tradespeople. Part of this process involves the need for better access 
to re-training and up-grading of qualifications. Our case-study of health professionals 
illustrates what can be achieved under suitable circumstances. Another need is to 
improved income support during the training process.
4. Income Support for Training
Refugees are particularly vulnerable to inadequate income support to assist them, 
while learning English and receiving other forms of training. They come with little or 
nothing and in the case of Vietnamese had no pre-existing support networks in 
Australia to draw upon for financial assistance. The costs of education and training are 
therefore high relative to their resources.
It is true that many provisions already exist through training allowance schemes to 
assist NESB immigrants and indeed all unemployed people to gain additional skills, or 
to up-grade existing ones. Nonetheless a number of problems remain in the organisation 
of income-support during training. These have included the limitation on the length of 
income-support allowances for ESL training; lack of availability of Austudy 
allowances for those seeking an Australian educational award, at the same level as 
that already achieved overseas; and problems in achieving continuity in income- 
support, when changing from one scheme or status to another (e.g. unemployment benefit 
to training allowance). In addition the level of unemployment benefit has been seen as a 
disincentive to skills formation and upgrading amongst Vietnamese as well as the 
general population, where it exceeds the level of training allowances. While current 
developments in income-support for the unemployed address part of the problem, it is
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not clear that current Government plans deal with all these concerns, as they affect 
NESB people in general, and refugees in particular. A relatively modest additional 
investment by Government in training support will create considerable benefit for 
Australia in terms of more productive deployment of those whose skills are currently 
being wasted.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In the light of the overall findings of the Report including inadequacies in policy and 
program development, the following recommendations are made:-
ESL (English as a Second Language)
1. There is need for an urgent Commonwealth/State review of the adequacy of 
ESL delivery to NESB immigrants who have been resident in Australia for 3 years or 
longer. This review should embrace problems in the view of settlement as a short to 
medium run process requiring few support services after 3 years. It should in particular 
review the current Adult Migrant Education Service plan to focus resources on the first 3 
years of settlement. The articulation of ESL provision with employment and training, 
and income support should also be a major priority.
2. Further action research should be commissioned into the impact of different 
ESL learning strategies and curriculum designs on meeting English language learning 
needs of NESB immigrants from different cultural backgrounds.
CES (Commonwealth Employment Service) - Department of Employment, Education 
and Training
3. The targeting of unemployed NESB immigrants, within the work of the CES, 
should be augmented, as follows:-
(a) to target long-term unemployed NESB immigrants, including Vietnamese in 
terms of assessment, training and employment placement needs.
(b) to encourage the formation of additional specialist service centres within the 
CES, to act as migrant access centres in areas of high NESB immigrant 
concentration.
(c) to support further staff training in cross-cultural service delivery within the 
CES, as part of access and equity policies, including a better understanding of 
issues involved in English proficiency assessment.
4. Further action research should be commissioned by the Office of Multicultural 
Affairs to assist the CES in the targeting of NESB unemployed, through the 
development of longitudinal studies of the labour market experience of a sample of
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long-term NESB unemployed over the next 2 years. This research should identify 
obstacles to employment and examine the effect of different modes of service delivery, 
in order to assist the CES in evaluating its work with NESB immigrants. The Centre for 
Multicultural Studies at Flinders University would be willing to consider formulating 
such a research project in consultation with the CES.
NOOSR (National Office of Overseas Skill Recognition) - Department of Employment, 
Education and Training
5. The new National Office for Overseas Skills Recognition (NOOSR), together 
with various State Boards working in this area, should identify the bridging course 
needs of those requiring augmentation or upgrading of overseas skills. NOOSR in 
conjunction with DEET and the tertiary education institutions should be encouraged to 
develop a national educational strategy for augmenting overseas skills funded on a 
recurrent rather than short-run ad hoc basis. It is further recommended that a Special 
Centre for Teaching of, and Research In, Overseas Skill Recognition and Development 
be established in an Australian tertiary institution with proven expertise in the area.
DSS (Department of Social Security) - DEET (Department of Employment, Education 
and Training)
6. The specific training problems of NESB immigrants should be recognised in 
income support arrangements developed by the Department of Social Security, the 
Department of Employment, Education and Training and other agencies. In particular 
special NESB migrant needs for effective English language competence and for up­
grading or augmentation of overseas qualifications should be recognised and allowed for 
when organising income support, to secure appropriate labour force placement. It is 
recommended that an inter-departmental committee into the co-ordination of income 
support between various agencies be instigated. This should address the problem of 
broken continuity in income support when transferring between benefits such as, 
Austudy, Formal Training Allowance, and Unemployment Benefit.
OSW (Office of the Status of Women)
7. It is recommended that a specific Indo-Chinese women's employment project be 
established in consultation with the Indo-Chinese communities, to address the 
problems of limited upward social mobility for Vietnamese and other Indo-Chinese
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women in Australia. This project, which might be jointly sponsored by OMA and OSW 
should take up the following:-
(a) sponsorship of community projects designed to assist Indo-Chinese women's 
employment
(b) organisation of a community information campaign within Indo-Chinese 
Communities featuring examples of successful Indo-Chinese women as role- 
models for others
(c) liaison with DEET to monitor the access, equity and participation of Indo- 
Chinese women in continued secondary education and tertiary education, and to 
identify any obstacles to that participation.
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APPENDIX
VIETNAMESE SOCIAL MOBILITY PROTECT: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
PART A: BACKGROUND IN VIETNAM
1. Sex:
Male
Female
2. Year and Place of Birth:
3. Martial Status:
Single
Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
4. Ethnic Origin:
Vietnamese
Chinese
5. Religion:
6. Years of Education:
Elementary
Secondary
Tertiary
Trade
7. Any business experience: (Please be specific)
Any managerial skill: (Please be specific)
8. Occupation: (Please be specific)
Before 1975:
After 1975:
9. Place of Residence:
Before 75:
After 75:
10. Languages in which competent, besides Vietnamese:
11. Reasons for leaving Vietnam: (In order of importance)
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PART B: INITIAL SETTLEMENT IN AUSTRALIA 
(The First Three Years)
1. Date of leaving Vietnam?
By what means?
2. Date and place of arrival in Australia?
3. Which program did you come under?
Refugee 
ODP 
By Boat 
Colombo Plan
4. How many members of your family were with you?
Who were they?
5. What were the biggest problems during the 1st, 2nd and 3rd year?
6. Did you study English at the beginning? (Please indicate full-time, part-time 
and how long).
7. How long were you without a job after studying English?
8. Were you unemployed more than once during that time?
If so why?
9. Your 1st occupation (Please give details re title and work).
F/T
P/T
Self-employed 
Wage earner
2nd Occupation 
F/T 
P/T
Self-employed 
Wage earner
3rd Occupation 
F/T 
P/T
Self-employed 
Wage earner
10. How much was the weekly gross income in each job?
11. Had you more than one job at any one time?
12. What do you have to say about your past job(s)?
13. How did you manage to get those jobs?
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14. Did you send money or parcels to Vietnam? How much and how often? Please 
estimate value.
15. Did you have any difficulties with English? If 'yes' please state what.
16. Did you make any attempt to have your qualifications accepted? Please state 
result.
17. How was your initial accommodation?
18. What did you do during your spare time?
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